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 1 
Introduction 
 
“Story engages the whole person. People lean forward. Words matter and cut through 
race, class and politics. Stories move us and move through us, become the conscience of a 
community.” -Terry Tempest Williams, Erosion 
An excerpt from my Environmental Studies admissions essay: 
In 2013, I read an article that documented the changing climate in a rural Alaskan 
village. Due to rising sea levels, it was predicted the town would be underwater in several years 
forcing the native people to move. Relocation would bring innumerable challenges to their 
culture, economy and livelihoods. Since learning about the first climate refugees in 2013, I have 
sought to pursue an education and career in which I could inspire action and advocacy by 
researching, documenting, and sharing climate change’s impact on communities and cultures.  
 
We—humanity— are at a crossroads, when it comes to the current and projected 
threats associated with the climate crisis. I found my way to Environmental Studies (EVST) when 
my professional life was at a similar turning point: I made the choice to change the trajectory of 
my career based on a desire to address the urgency of climate change. Stories detailing the 
plight of climate refugees helped me understand the complex layers of the crisis. Putting a 
human face to climate change, in my opinion, helps me see the problem as urgent and true.  
I have often found discussions around policy and science, though invaluable, somewhat 
unapproachable. Written words, podcasts, film and photography; stories told through the eyes 
and voices of humans, are what have helped me grasp the enormity of climate change and how 
it is changing human lives in addition to our planet. Over the past two years, as a student in 
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EVST, I have learned that stories manifest in various ways, beyond what I envisioned before I 
entered the program. This portfolio is an assortment of stories focused on humans and climate 
change told in a variety of media that I’ve created over the past two years.  
Is there value in storytelling relating to the environmental movement? Can creativity 
move the needle and shift perspectives? Can stories generate compassion and empathy while 
also inspiring action? To this, I answer—yes. Story is, in all of its forms, an effective tool. Story 
can be personal. Story can make a topic digestible beyond intellectual comprehension. It can 
build a bridge between science by weaving it seamlessly and effortlessly into a narrative. In 
stories about climate change, the ultimate goal is to call unbridled attention to the issue, while 
pressuring policymakers to change the institutions and structures most at fault. While story 
may not be able to accomplish this on its own, as a tool coupled with other forms of advocacy, I 
believe it has power.  
 Enrolling in the Environmental Writing emphasis within EVST supported my goal to 
engage in climate change storytelling. Before I started graduate school, writing was never more 
than a hobby. Four distinct writing workshops led by knowledgeable professors supported my 
growth while I learned lessons on the craft and process of writing. I first dipped my toes into 
the workshop process on the Salmon River with Freeflow Institute the summer before classes 
began. In my first semester, I enrolled in Phil Condon’s Environmental Writing workshop 
followed by the Kittredge Distinguished Visiting Writer and EVST alum M Jackson. Stepping 
outside the realm of environmental writing, I gained fresh insights on my writing thanks to Judy 
Blunt’s creative nonfiction workshop and the talented MFA students. The environmental 
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reporting class with Joe Eaton helped me gain entry into a world of journalism, where I learned 
how to tell stories outside myself through a more objective lens.   
I came to understand the importance of a story arc, tension and resolution in essays. I 
learned how to read as a writer while being exposed to classic environmental thinkers. I jotted 
down tips and guidance on the process from my classmates. Above all, I learned that writing is a 
muscle that needs to be flexed. A dedicated practice coupled with desire will undoubtedly 
improve anyone’s writing. As a product of these classes, I’ve published six pieces in various 
publications. My writing owes tremendous gratitude to these classes, professors and workshop 
peers (even if at times their feedback was hard to swallow!). 
During my first semester, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change released its 
first of three special reports. The Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C concluded that 
humans are responsible for 1°C of global warming since pre-industrial times. The report 
explored the potential differences between 1.5°C of warming compared to 2°C, as agreed on in 
the 2015 Paris Agreement. It stated the world could reach this level of warming (1.5°C or 
warmer) as early as 2030. The report was dire. It was alarming. 12 years. Yet, almost two years 
later, we still scramble to respond. Expert scientists noted with certainty that our planet will 
experience unprecedented changes by mid-century, even at 1.5°C. Melting of sea ice, the rise of 
sea levels, warming of oceans, extinction of species. In the fall of my second year, the Trump 
administration formally started the process to withdraw from the Paris Agreement. An 
emergency, so clearly defined by science, was ignored by policymakers. 
Though climate change was a common thread throughout most of my classes over the 
past two years, the most impactful class in shaping my perceptions around climate change was 
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Laurie Yung's course Climate & Society in the School of Forestry. The course, based on social 
science, exposed the social implications of climate change ranging from threats to health, 
national security, food systems and inequalities. We covered topics in depth relating to 
adaptation, mitigation and resilience. I learned how local and national governments are 
responding with practicality and innovation, and how international policy assists in governing 
while guiding systemic changes. Neva Hassanein’s methods class was another opportunity to 
focus my studies specifically on climate change. My project researched the anticipated impacts 
climate change will have on the ski industry, coupled with interviews and coding on the 
attitudes and beliefs of climate activists. I learned the importance of understanding climate 
change from an individual and structural level, knowing there is value to both depending on the 
scenario. 
The three pieces of my portfolio address how people, communities and cultures are 
responding to and experiencing climate change through varied approaches. Policy, activism and 
personal experiences are the themes outlining and guiding my work. 
Part I: 
The Mountain Pact: Resilience in Mountain Communities 
The first piece of my portfolio reflects on an internship I completed during my first year 
in the EVST program. The Mountain Pact works with rural mountain communities across the 
West to relay federal policy issues focused on public lands, recreation and climate change. I was 
in touch with TMP the spring before I started graduate school, and the timing of the internship 
aligned perfectly to support my studies. The experience was invaluable for two reasons. First, it 
allowed me to design a storytelling project highlighting specific voices of local policymakers in 
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several mountain towns. Second, the combination of communication and administration tasks 
helped me learn about the structure and policy informing climate change and conservation 
issues. Additionally, I expanded on this internship by creating a presentation highlighting 
Climate Action Plans enacted by several TMP communities for Laurie Yung’s Climate & Society 
Class in the Fall of 2019.   
Part II:  
Skiers and Climate Activism 
In the Spring of 2019, I completed a qualitative research project focused on how and 
why professional skiers engage in climate activism for Neva Hassanein’s research methods 
class. Though it was a social science research project, understanding the motivations behind 
climate activism required me to listen to and synthesize the stories of several professional 
winter athletes. Through the interviews, I found their voices and stories to be very compelling, 
and ultimately, I was inspired to create an audio story highlighting the importance of climate 
advocacy amongst skiers and snowboarders. I took this project one step further by interviewing 
scientists, who are passionate about winter recreation, about their research and efforts to 
communicate climate change through the lens of the ski industry in Montana. 
Part III:  
Climate Change: The Felt Experience (a series of creative nonfiction essays) 
After living in a remote mountain town in the Colorado high country for several years, I 
came to understand the impacts of climate change first-hand. Life was intricately connected to 
the seasons, the weather—the climate. Ways of life were changing, and livelihoods were at risk. 
The final section of my portfolio, three creative nonfiction essays, resonates deeply with the 
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original intention I set for graduate school. The essays combine personal experiences coupled 
with scientific research to explore how I understand and interpret climate change. Each of the 
essays focuses on a different adventure I have had: a lifetime of skiing in Colorado, working as a 
deckhand on a commercial salmon fishing boat in Alaska and participating in a course to study 
polar bears in Canada. I explore themes of uncertainty and hope coupled with threatened 
livelihoods, communities and cultures. The first essay, “For the Love of Snow,” was published in 
Sisu Magazine last December. I plan to submit the others for publication in the near future.  
Steve Schwarze is the director of Climate Change Studies at UM. During a recent panel 
focused on communicating about climate change, Steve asked the audience, “How do you tell a 
story that has yet to be written?” He argued that we know the science, and he urged the 
audience to move the conversation about climate beyond science. Storytelling has a place in 
the new dialogue around climate change. Stories that are personal, emotional and human – are 
the way we can go beyond science to communicate this complicated issue.  
This portfolio is a thoughtful and relevant reflection of my many interests. It 
demonstrates that there are many ways in which one can tell a story. Dan Spencer, my advisor, 
has mentioned that like him, I love experiences. It’s true, and graduate school in and of itself 
has been a worthwhile experience. Each class, medium of storytelling, subject and internship, 
has created another layer to my life and this degree.  It is also a representation of who I am and 
where I come from –the mountains are where I call home and are integral to my identity.  
As I write this in the midst of a global pandemic, physically isolated and socially distant, I 
continue to reflect on the power of words. I am drawing parallels and connecting the crisis of 
this global pandemic to the crisis of climate change. What we have experienced proves that as 
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humans, we can go without. It proves that we can respond to an emergency with urgency. It 
proves that we are willing to change, connect and demonstrate compassion and support. When 
we move beyond this pandemic, there are countless lessons we can redirect to our approach to 
climate change. Stories have helped me through this difficult time. Stories of people howling at 
the moon and clapping and singing from their balconies. Community members delivering 
groceries to the elderly and sewing masks for those in need. These stories have inspired hope 
and courage reminding me that humanity, though at a crossroads, is not completely lost. 
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Internship Reflection: The Mountain Pact  
October 2018-May 2019 
 
The mission of The Mountain Pact 
 
“The Mountain Pact empowers mountain communities to build resilience in the face of 
economic and environmental stresses through a shared voice on federal policy related to 
climate, public lands, and outdoor recreation.” 
 
My internship with The Mountain Pact (TMP) was a perfect fit for my goals in graduate 
school. I wanted to focus some of my studies on the impacts of climate change on mountain 
communities. I learned more than I anticipated, and the experience served as an important 
introduction to federal policy relating to climate change, public lands and outdoor recreation. I 
was offered the position in October after the application and interview process. The internship 
ran October-May and averaged three to five hours each week. 
Working with TMP was valuable as it provided experience in a variety of areas, many of 
which I was unfamiliar. My responsibilities included: posting to social media daily on Twitter 
and Facebook; researching information to support policy alerts on subjects such as sage-grouse 
protection, oil and gas leasing and methane rules; compiling information on local and federal 
elected officials into a database following midterm elections.  
The organization as a whole works with various mountain towns across the West to 
encourage elected officials to engage in federal policy by writing write op-eds for local papers, 
testifying at local public hearings, signing on to petitions and traveling with the executive 
director to D.C. to meet with their elected officials. 
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Weekly Social Media 
  I learned that professional social media requires research, thoughtful messaging and 
careful attention to detail. I admit there was a learning curve in understanding the difference 
between my personal social media account and a professional one. Though social media is not 
my favorite outlet for storytelling and communication, I learned it has a place and purpose in a 
professional setting. Initially, I underestimated the time and thought that go into curating 
educated and thoughtful posts. On several occasions I struggled when I was required to post 
breaking news. The time pressure coupled with my other class and work commitments made 
posting thoughtfully and quickly difficult. However, I improved with this over time. One benefit 
I appreciated about this task was that it helped me stay current and informed on news relating 
to public lands, climate change and outdoor recreation. 
 I am grateful this opportunity helped me learn a new skill. Many jobs in communications 
require some familiarity with social media in a professional setting. This responsibility revealed 
the accountability small organizations have to funding partners; TMP was required to post a 
certain amount of news to social media as a deliverable to the grants they received.      
Community Highlight Project 
 
The executive director created a project loosley based on an idea I proposed during my 
interview. Since its inception, TMP has worked one-on-one with individual towns and council 
members. Yet, I felt it was important for the towns to connect with one another since their 
geography, economies and priorities are similar. My suggestion turned into The Community 
Highlight Project, a storytelling project that involved connecting individuals within TMP 
communities through interviews and stories.  
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The project was a multi-layered undertaking that involved creating an interview guide, 
interviewing elected officials and writing a narrative about their life and experience. The project 
profiled and highlighted individuals in four different towns. The final product shared their 
history and involvement with TMP, how they ended up in their particular mountain town and 
the pressing issues facing their community. This project received positive feedback and now 
each Community Highlight is posted on TMP’s website. My favorite profile for this project was 
interviewing EVST alumnus and City Council member Bryan von Lossberg. 
The project revealed TMP communities share similar concerns for their town’s future 
resiliency. Each town documented growing pains and challenges relating to population growth, 
natural resource extraction and threatened public lands. My interviews emphasized the 
important role TMP plays in educating council members on important issues. It is challenging 
for officials to stay up to date on every policy proposal and discussion at the federal level, and 
TMP plays an important role in distilling this information. 
Policy Alert (writing and research) 
 
The Mountain Pact sends out regular Policy Alerts. The alerts aim to inform the community 
about urgent proposals or rollbacks that require action or education. I researched and wrote a 
policy alert on sage-grouse and the Trump Administration’s proposal to roll back protections for 
the greater sage-grouse habitat, while opening up nine million acres of public lands to oil and 
gas leasing. In addition to the sage-grouse policy alert, I compiled research on several other 
important federal policy proposals: Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), EPA CAFE 
Standards and the Methane Rule. Through my research, I became educated and informed 
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about historic environmental policy, newly instated protections and the Trump administration’s 
interest in repealing these rules and guidelines to support its energy dominant agenda 
Administrative Work 
 
 Throughout the internship, I was tasked with several projects that involved compiling 
information into spreadsheets. While the work seemed mundane at times, I was also happy to 
work on projects that took less brainpower. These projects supported my learning about the 
structures of local and federal governments. The first database I compiled included the 
information from each town/city council for all communities involved with TMP. The second 
database was more involved with contact and committee information for all congressional 
representatives in the Western U.S. This database helped TMP focus on the key players 
invested in issues pertaining to mountain communities. This basic database construction 
familiarized me with the structure of government from small towns to the federal level. 
Class Projects 
 
Though not required for my internship, I created a presentation on several towns 
involved with TMP for Laurie Yung’s  50-student Climate & Society class in the fall of 2019. 
During this presentation, I researched Climate Action Plans (CAPs) of three towns in different 
states, and I compared their priorities and perceived effectiveness. The presentation explored 
the varied approaches each town created to implement new guidelines and objectives to lower 
emissions while preserving the quality of life for its citizens and the town’s economy. The plans 
also touched on mitigation and adaptation goals, which were important topics in Laurie Yung’s 
class.   
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Future 
 
The presentation in Laurie Yung’s class inspired me to dig deeper into how small 
mountain towns are creating plans to address climate change. I offered to inventory and 
document CAPs for all mountain communities involved with TMP. In 2019, many towns 
implemented CAPs, and the momentum is growing. For example, Missoula and my home of 
Crested Butte just passed their CAPs in the beginning of January, 2020. I want to help TMP 
organize this information. I do not have the capacity to finish this project this semester, but I 
have offered to begin this project following graduation.  
Takeaways + Learning + Challenges 
 
When I applied to graduate school, I thought telling stories was the best way to 
implement change and inspire action around climate change. Though I still believe that stories 
are powerful, my internship with TMP revealed the solutions to climate change also involve 
direct engagement with policy. The timing of this opportunity was invaluable; the current 
administration rolled back many important environmental policies during my internship. Had I 
not been working with TMP, I might have been less informed. 
I learned “communications” is a tool for effectively informing and educating, though it 
often involves “preaching to the choir.” Communications offers many opportunities to work 
remotely, and I am glad I now have experience with this, though I’m not sure if I want to work 
remotely moving forward.  I learned strong attention to detail is an important and 
underestimated skill, and I was reminded that an openness to feedback is another valued life 
skill; I often struggled with the heavy edits of my work. I learned nonprofits have to work under 
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the guidance of those who fund them, and there is not always infinite freedom in the work 
when there is accountability to those who provide money. 
One of the greatest rewards of my work with TMP is that I learned so much about what I 
didn’t know that I didn’t know. Deciding to go back to graduate school and study “mountain 
communities, climate change and stories” was very broad, and I did not fully understand the 
nitty-gritty details about the impacts surrounding climate in mountain communities; I now 
better understand the important role local governments play in action moving forward.  
Lastly, my internship highlighted a different form of advocacy. Social media is an 
important tool to engage communities with news and spread the word on urgent issues. By 
highlighting news events and important and pressing issues such as the campaign to fully fund 
LWCF, TMP followers had the news at their fingertips and they didn’t have to dig for 
information. My one critique is that I did not feel posting everyday was necessary; I think that 
can make people feel saturated as the posts were generally negative in tone. 
Though the internship was unpaid, I’m excited to say I was awarded the 2020 Spring 
semester Campus Dining Coffee Club Sustainability Scholarship for my work on the Community 
Highlight Project, and I received credit for my “engagement” requirement for EVST.  
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Meet Todd Brown--Telluride, Colorado's
Mayor Pro Tem
The Mountain Pact works with nearly fifty mountain communities across 
eleven states in the West. We created the Community Highlight Project to 
interview elected officials that work with The Mountain Pact to learn more 
about their involvement and goals, while connecting communities across 
states with one another. Though our work is often one on one with local 
elected officials, our community is far-reaching and strong, and we hope 
these updates provide valuable insights and relatable stories.
Meet Todd Brown, Mayor Pro 
Tem of Telluride!
Todd Brown has a long history in 
Colorado; his family moved to 
Arvada in 1952 when the 
population was a modest 3,000 
people. As many do, Todd first 
came to Telluride for the skiing. 
After a long career working around 
the world in corporate 
manufacturing, Todd decided to 
read the "handwriting on the wall" 
and try something new. He took it 
upon himself to "interview" ski 
towns across the West in search 
of his new home. He jumped into his car and road-tripped up and down the 
Rockies from New Mexico to Idaho. He skied a lot, talked with locals, and 
did his best to get a feel for each community. In the end, there was 
something about Telluride that made him feel at home, and in 1995 he 
planted his roots at the end of the road. 
Life as a Town Council 
Member
Todd has served on Telluride's
Town Council since 2013. He 
was re-elected in 2017 and 
now serves as the Mayor Pro 
Tem. The former Mayor 
convinced him to run (maybe 
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Abstract  
 
This research paper investigates the motivations and actions of professional winter sports 
athletes who engage in climate activism. For this research study, I interviewed athletes who are 
Alliance members with Protect Our Winters. The research follows their upbringing and early 
introductions to environmental activism demonstrating most of the athletes had a connection 
with nature at a young age. I concluded many of the athletes practiced their sport since they 
were young, and a passion for the sport coupled with talent and dedication led to a career 
based on a sport they love. The paper explores how social media and celebrity play into activism 
in this specific context, and how possessing influence and a platform provides motivation for 
engagement on certain issues. Lastly, the paper touches on the perceptions surrounding 
individual behaviors to fight climate change, and how athletes deal with criticisms from the 
public about the consumptive nature of their lifestyle and work. The tension found when 
speaking up and engaging in issues has its challenges, and many of the athletes noted some 
challenges. This project was designed and pursued out of an interest in a growing phenomenon 
where well-known athletes with large social media platforms engage to mobilize the outdoor 
community. This paper does not explore the effectiveness of this form of activism, but it is clear 
their message reaches a wide audience.   
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Introduction  
 
 This study explores how professional winter athletes engage as activists to fight climate 
change. The athletes I studied use their platforms and voices to spread the word and educate 
the public and outdoor recreation industry about climate change, while also directly advocating 
for policy reform. Their position is unique: they are well known within the winter outdoor 
sports community with significant followings and large fan bases. They also have a unique 
connection to climate change as their passion for their sport and careers depend on winter and 
snow to thrive. My research examined how and why these athletes choose to engage in climate 
activism, their goals, and the tension in balancing their highly consumptive lifestyles and 
environmental values.   
 Rising temperatures and decreasing snowpack are contributing to shorter winters, and 
present a threat to the winter recreation industry. For instance, Climate Central’s research brief 
found “221 of 244 weather stations, or about 91 percent, saw average winter temperatures rise 
by at least 1 degree.” (Climate Central 2019). These results suggest a bleak outlook for the 
future of winter. Winter recreationists, who create identity and culture around these sports, 
may not have the same experience in the decades to come. Research suggests that by 2050, ski 
resorts across the U.S. will experience ski seasons that are 50% shorter in length (Wobus et al. 
2017:1).  Shortened seasons will have varied impacts on ski communities and mountain towns, 
the ski industry, and individuals who participate in the sport.  
 Climate change, as it relates to the ski industry, has been at the forefront of social 
science research for decades. “The subject of climate change and ski tourism has drawn much 
attention from academics, yielding some 101 peer-reviewed articles from 1986-2013” 
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(Demiroğlu, Cenk and Şahin 2015: 2). The mountain towns where ski resorts are located 
experience climate change impacts first-hand and at an accelerated rate. Thus, many ski towns 
have created mitigation and adaptation plans for an uncertain future. In the greater fight 
against climate change, protecting ski resorts might seem like a small issue. However, this angle 
can implicitly speak to the larger issues of extreme weather disasters, droughts, wildfires, and 
rising sea levels.  
 The threat to winter has provided a rallying point for outdoor enthusiasts. Over the past 
decade, the ski industry has seen a rise in activism around the issue of climate change, focusing 
on mitigation, awareness, and decarbonization of the economy (Demiroğlu, Cenk and Şahin 
2015: 2). This activism is seen in ski communities and local governments, the ski resorts, and 
the athletes themselves. A rising number of skiers and athletes have engaged in the fight 
against climate change, as the issue directly impacts their sport, communities, and identities. 
They speak to a cause intricately woven into their livelihood, passion, and daily life.  
 A specific organization that works to fight climate change for the winter recreation 
industry is Protect Our Winters (POW), founded in 2007 by professional snowboarder Jeremy 
Jones. “POW supports the education of children and resort communities, raises awareness on 
the negative climatic consequences of coal production on snow cover, puts pressure on 
policymakers and engages world renowned pro-athletes in the climate fight” (Demiroğlu, Cenk 
and Şahin 2015:6). Protect Our Winters encourages the winter sports community and winter 
athletes to engage in policy issues relating to climate change. “POW turns passionate outdoor 
people into effective climate advocates. POW leads a community of athletes, thought pioneers 
and forward-thinking business leaders to affect systemic political solutions to climate change.” 
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The organization provides tools such as the “Activist Road Map,” social media, and texting 
campaigns to help individuals engage with the government (Protect Our Winters 2019). 
 The founder, Jeremy Jones, started POW when he realized ski resorts in the local 
mountains in his home state of California had a decreasing snowpack year after year. Jones 
encourages the community to get involved, “If we sit on our hands for the next two decades, we 
won’t be worried about powder days, tourism, or having fun. We’ll be worried about the stability 
of our environment, our jobs, and our economy”(Protect Our Winters 2019). The organization 
started with support from corporations and well-known professional athletes but has grown to 
over 130,000 supporters world-wide. Jones states, “I love snowboarding, I love snow. I love 
winter. The planet is getting warmer, ice is melting, sea levels are rising.” He drives his point 
home stating, “We all need winter.”  
 Through this study, I sought to understand how and why winter athletes, whose 
livelihoods and careers depend on winter, engage in climate activism. The athletes interviewed 
are members of POW’s Alliance, a group of athletes dedicated to speaking out about climate 
change. Questions explored their upbringing and connection to the environment, a path into an 
unconventional career, and what specific actions they take to fight climate change.  
 Through my data, I learned about the complex experiences and issues athletes face 
while engaging in activism in the public sphere. Having a platform and a voice in a community 
or industry lends itself to activism through social media, public speaking, and educational 
events. This created tension for many of the athletes: by speaking up and putting themselves 
out into the public view, they are critiqued on their actions and lifestyles.  This left several 
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athletes wondering how to balance their lifestyle with activism, in a society that does not 
provide alternative options for their consumption.  
Literature Review  
 
In order to examine the experiences of professional winter athletes and their 
connection to climate activism, I compiled an extensive list of literature connected to the 
following topics: why individuals engage in environmental activism, why individuals engage in 
climate change activism, and how they engage as activists to fight climate change. These three 
themes provide frames central to my research question: how and why do professional winter 
sports athletes, whose livelihoods and careers depend on the winter recreation industry, 
engage in climate activism? Additionally, the topics also provide insight into what activism looks 
like in the environmental movement, specifically relating to climate change, and more 
specifically as it is seen in the ski and winter sports industry.  
As explored below, Terracina-Hartman et al. (2013) and Bennett (2012), identify in their 
research that how messages are communicated through social media is important to the 
environmental movement. There is a large amount of literature on celebrity activists and social 
media activism, which relates directly to my participants who are well-known in the winter 
sports industry and have strong social media followings. Lastly, there is significant literature 
focused on climate change in the ski industry and ski resorts, emphasizing the future impacts of 
these resorts and their economies, with less research on the individuals who engage in activism 
to protect the long term trajectory of the sport. 
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Environmental Activism  
 Research investigating the motivations and foundations behind individuals who 
participate in environmental activism is prevalent. Since my project explored the lives of 
professional winter athletes who identify as skiers and snowboarders, it was important to 
examine research investigating athletes who engage in environmental activism. Additionally, 
my research found childhood and upbringing were important factors in determining the 
identity of the activists. As was time spent outside or an upbringing by environmentally aware 
parents supports the identity of climate activists.  
 Research shows that athletes who participate in non-traditional outdoor sports (e.g. 
rock climbing, surfing, skiing, skydiving, etc.) are likely to engage in some sort of environmental 
activism due to their intimate connection with the environment. Brymer, Downey and Gay 
(2009) examine this theme in their research on athletes who engage in various “extreme 
sports.” They found participation in some extreme sports indicated a person would also engage 
in environmental activism. This is likely linked to the fact that most extreme sports take place in 
natural settings. The athletes in my study participate in their sports in the mountains, however 
there are similar studies on surfers’ attitudes and behaviors relating to environmental activism. 
Brymer’s study noted one surfer’s “physical immersion in water, along with his connection with 
the ocean through surfing, led to his own environmental awakening” (Brymer, Downey and Gay 
2009:199). The study also researched a skier who, “developed a connection to the natural 
world through extreme skiing and now uses these experiences to record and consult on global 
warming issues” (Brymer, Downey and Gay 2009: 199). This example related to my study: an 
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extreme skier who focused her own experiences in the mountains towards climate change 
activism. 
 Wheaton’s study focused specifically on surfers and their experience as environmental 
activists. She argues that “through their sport consumption, participants from … minority water 
sports cultures have formed a politicized trans-local collective based around a concern with 
one’s own localized environment, one which has become articulated into broader trans-
national political issues”  (Wheaton 2007:279). Wheaton investigates a specific organization, 
Surfers Against Sewage, that works to mobilize the surf community to engage in policy issues 
relating to polluted oceans. The organization lobbies the government and visits schools to 
educate about polluted oceans. This mirrors much of the work of Protect Our Winters athletes. 
The literature notes there is a lack of evidence indicating the effectiveness and impact on 
legislation. Like Protect Our Winters, there is no easy way to measure the impact. POW keeps 
track of member numbers, currently over 130,000, and specifically shares examples of athletes 
testifying on specific bills relating to climate change at the local and federal level.  
 One’s upbringing tends to impact an individual’s engagement with environmental issues 
later in life. A study by Chawla (1999) focused on the idea that the key to understanding 
environmentalists and activists is to look at their background.  Another study examining life 
experiences emphasized childhood outdoor experiences are related to environmental views 
(Ewert, Place, and Sibthorp 2005:234). In addition to spending time outside, “parents and 
family discussing issues, has an impact as do negative experiences such as things like loss of 
natural space impacts” (Ewert, Place, and Sibthorp 2005:234).  
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Climate Activism  
 Over the past decade, there has been an increase in climate change activism in the 
environmental movement. Additionally, there has been an increase in ski industry activism, 
because the industry is experiencing the first-hand impacts of climate change. It is a young 
movement, but growing (Demiroglu, Cenk and Sahin 2015:7). Building a community around 
climate activism has been a large indicator of who becomes involved, which is where the ski 
industry provides a solid example.  
 A research study by Roser-Renouf et al. focused specifically on climate activism, 
demonstrating that sharing information about climate change activism and encouraging others 
to get involved, “has long since shown that people are more influenced by those they know 
than any other source, [and] only climate scientists are more trusted on global warming than 
interpersonal contacts” (Roser-Renouf et al. 2014: 175).  
 A further study specifically centered around ski community activism presents facts on 
mountain ski towns and their tourism-dependent economies. Climate change’s impact on snow 
cover is already detrimental to the ski town’s economies. "An early study…reveals that the 
number of naturally snow-reliable ski areas in the Alps could decrease from a current total of 
666 to 500 should the temperature regionally increase by one degree" (Demiroglu, Cenk and 
Sahin 2015:3). These data have prompted a response from many. NGOs are stepping up to 
engage people with these issues to “raise awareness and put pressure on the decision makers” 
(Demiroglu, Cenk and Sahin 2015:4). The study references Protect Our Winters as the leading 
organization working to engage renowned athletes in the climate fight. Concluding findings 
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demonstrate greater risks in the ski industry lead to greater involvement (Demiroglu, Cenk and 
Sahin 2015:7). 
 One specific study by Salonoja looks at how Protect Our Winters engages in climate 
activism in Finland. The study dives into the issue of “approachable activism” which describes a 
new form of activism that “works largely within the existing power structures of a neoliberal 
society” (Salonoja 2017:3). The study investigates how the issue of climate change should be 
more central in the snow sports community when connecting citizens to an identity around the 
issue. Salonoja argues most communication surrounding climate change today is fragmented 
and individualized (Salonoja 2017:2).  
Celebrities and Media in Activism 
Climate change activism in this study’s context cannot be discussed without referencing 
how the role of media and communications coupled with well-known public figures generates 
momentum and supporters. Today, most advocacy campaigns initiate and share their messages 
by creating marketing and communications campaigns to evoke emotion and reactions that aim 
to inspire support and action.  
 Social media, while growing in all aspects of society, is proving especially important to 
the environmental advocacy movement. “It is anticipated that social media… may prove equally 
beneficial for environmental groups to access user mind space (Terracina-Hartman et al. 
2014:143). It is a highly trafficked free form of advertising that has the potential to reach large 
audiences. The framing used in social media influences how the message is perceived. The 
authors conclude that environmental organizations choose to use social media for sharing 
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messages, they also need to provide ways to take action and emphasize the consequences of 
inaction (Terracina-Hartman et al. 2014:143).  
 Bennett’s research regarding individualization in a political context looks at how social 
networking sites can provide some framework for loose connections and inspire collective 
action. In contrast to social movements of the past in the 1960s, new issues are more 
personalized and social networks are less strong (Bennett 2012:21). Bennett does note that 
social media allows “people to share their own stories and concerns, [and] the pervasive use of 
social technology enables individuals to become important catalysts of collective action 
processes as they activate their own social networks (Bennett 2012:22).  
 Another component to social media communication in climate change activism, and 
specifically to this study, is the influence of celebrities using social media as an activist tool. 
“Celebrities are increasingly appearing as key voices within the climate change debate, 
providing a powerful news hook and potential mobilizing agent” (Anderson 2011:535). While 
some argue celebrities involved in environmental action are a distraction, others see them as a 
way to increase democratic involvement to encourage engagement (Anderson 2011:540). 
Anderson’s study emphasizes celebrities can provide mobilization and visibility on issues, but 
their involvement might not effect change. The study notes there is a need for more research 
measuring the impact of celebrity advocacy on perceptions of climate change.  
Personal Actions 
 Though not central to the argument of this research project, perspectives on individual 
actions to fight climate change played a role in my research in understanding how athletes 
engage in climate activism. The purpose of integrating this theory was to understand how 
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athlete activists identify their personal actions to fight climate change while probing to 
understand if they found these actions effective. Dietz et al.’s research focuses on the power of 
individual actions noting, “most climate change policy attention has been addressed to long-
term options, such as inducing new, low-carbon energy technologies and creating cap and trade 
regimes for emissions” (Dietz et al. 2009:18452).  This is the approach taken by many climate 
activists, emphasizing large structural change over the small individual contribution. Dietz and 
colleagues found that specific and measured personal actions could cut emissions by 20% if 
fully implemented  (Dietz et al. 2009:18452).  Though this might seem small compared to 
overhauling large-scale energy and industrial consumption, it is no small impact. This paper will 
not argue for or against individual vs. political actions to fight climate change; rather, I explore 
the attitudes of participants and how they view these two categories.  
Gaps 
 There is a large amount of research on environmental advocacy, and growing literature 
on climate activists. In my research, however, I did not find more than one study examining 
how outdoor athletes, who depend on the outdoors for their careers, engage in climate 
activism. Since most athletes are intimately connected to the outdoor environment— whether 
that be the ocean, mountains, or rivers—there is motivation for these athletes to take a stand 
on these issues that will greatly impact their career and passions. 
 Research on the organization Surfers Against Sewage was the closest research to my 
topic that I found. It concluded that surfers’ first-hand experiences in the oceans lead them to 
engage politically to fight for policy to protect the ocean. This research correlates to the skiers 
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in the mountains and snow. However, there is a lack of specific research on these specific 
athletes, who are a large group of over 100 individuals speaking up for climate change.  
 I found that there is a lack of specific research measuring the effectiveness of their 
actions. The Surfers Against Sewage study indicated there is a lack of evidence showing 
whether the group is effective in influencing policy change. Protect Our Winters claims to play a 
large part in policy victories, emphasizing the athletes have a voice in speaking to 
representatives.  
 Research focused on the effectiveness of “celebrity outdoor athletes” and their social 
media activism is lacking. There is existing research on celebrities, however, they are not 
traditional celebrities such as a musician or movie star. They have a direct relationship to what 
they are advocating for, more than a “cause” they believe in. Further research in this area could 
examine the effectiveness of advocating for something intimately connected to the athletes.  
Methodology   
 
To examine the experiences of winter athletes who engage in climate activism, I 
conducted qualitative research using an interpretive approach, which, “focuses on 
understanding, interpretation, and social meaning” (Hesse-Biber 2017:23). Over a period of 
three weeks in March 2019, I conducted seven in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
athletes using open-ended questions. This approach allowed for dynamic conversation and 
diverse answers from participants. 
My research participants fit under the umbrella of the POW Alliance. The POW Alliance 
currently consists of 116 members who are professional athletes. Their participation in the 
Alliance indicates they are engaged climate activists. Members of the Alliance focus specifically 
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on climate change and the threats it poses to the winter sports industry. The Alliance was 
initially established for skiers and snowboarders, but over the past year it has grown to include 
trail runners, fly fishermen, and rock climbers (Protect Our Winters 2019). 
I used purposive sampling to select seven interviewees. Purposive sampling is based on, 
“the particular research question as well as consideration of the resources available to the 
researcher” (Hesse-Biber 2017:55). For my study, interviewees needed to self-identify as 
professional athletes and as climate activists. I was able to utilize first and second-hand 
connections to establish contact. Six of my contacts resulted from a first or second-hand 
introduction. The seventh participant agreed to an interview when I reached out to her through 
a message on Instagram. Two athletes, I contacted through a mutual friend initially agreed to 
interview, but failed to follow up with their availability. I blindly emailed four other athletes, 
and I did not receive a response. I anticipated it would be hard to establish contact blindly, as 
most of the athletes are well-known and likely receive a lot of inquiries from the media for 
interviews. In total, I reached out to 14 individuals, for a 50% response rate. 
Six of the seven interviews took place over the phone, and one took place in person at a 
local coffee shop in Missoula, Montana. The athletes live in various states across the Western 
U.S. Interviews took place over three weeks, and they ranged from 25 to 48 minutes. All 
interviews were recorded and remain confidential. Following each interview, I transcribed the 
recording verbatim. During the interview, I guided the conversation with eleven questions 
centered around the following topics: background as a professional athlete, environmental 
activism, individual behaviors, and goals in advocacy. Phone interviews worked well for 
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convenience, but likely lacked some of the personal rapport and insight found during in-person 
interviews. 
The interviews consisted of four females and three males. Five of the participants 
identified as professional skiers, one as a snowboarder, and one as a trail-runner and ski-mo 
racer. Participants were in their late twenties to mid-thirties.  
In addition to interviews, I frequently referenced POW’s website and social media, along 
with the Instagram accounts of each athlete. Additionally, I found several related news articles 
about climate activism in the winter sports industry specifically relating to POW and the 
Alliance members. 
In organizing the data I used an inductive reasoning approach. Once I transcribed the 
interviews, I used open coding to categorize topics and themes. The topics were formulated 
based on their relevance to the research question, frequency, or emerging ideas. Quotations 
were used from participants in the findings and analysis section. Athletes were assigned 
pseudonyms such as “Athlete 1" and are quoted in the text as (A1, A2, etc.)  Casual language 
with words such as “um” or “like” were deleted for easier reading. Shortened quotations and 
eliminated words are noted with ellipses.  
Findings and Analysis  
 
Early Influences on Activism 
 
 Through interviews, I discovered many of the athletes had influences throughout their 
lives that inspired them to engage in climate activism. These influences included parents, time 
spent outside, education, and activism in youth. These factors seemed to lay a foundation for 
 54 
athletes to engage in various approaches to environmental activism today. Several reflected on 
specific times or moments that stuck with them, and still encourage them in their adult life. 
 A few of the athletes mentioned their parents' influence set the stage for their environmental 
activism. This influence came from the time they spent outside, and values and attitudes voiced 
by parents:  
“My parents were both into nature: my mom taught me to swim in the ocean at 
a young age. She taught classes for kids that involved building sand castles and 
sea shell collections; all really cool things that involved being hands-on in the 
ocean. It was my first introduction to the wilderness in a sense" (A3). 
 
 Athlete 4 explicitly labeled his parents as environmental activists:  
"My parents were like part of the first environmental movement of the 1970s, 
big hippies, they became vegetarians in college and still are 50 years later; for 
animal rights and the environment… I was raised being conscious not of my own 
environmental footprint, but appreciation with nature which I think is tied to 
environmental activism.”  
 
 Literature by Chawla suggests childhood as a foundation to environmental action is 
prevalent in most people interviewed in her research project exploring life paths into 
environmental activism (Chawla 1999:17). The experiences voiced by the athletes in my study is 
linked to Chawla’s research. Some athletes in my study did not specifically mention their 
parents but suggested time spent outside was an important precursor to their connection to 
the environment. The literature also suggests that values learned from family members 
discussing appreciation or protection of nature impacts environmental activists (Chawla 
1999:18). 
 Athlete 3 discussed his experience playing in nature was influential on his life today. This 
evidence can be linked to research by Ewart, Place, and Sibthorps documented in “Early-Life 
Outdoor Experiences and an Individuals Environmental Attitudes.” Findings from this study 
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note that “values a child forms through experiences such as direct play in the natural 
environment may serve to ‘precondition’ him or her into developing a pro-environment …set of 
beliefs and attitudes about the environment later in life” (Ewart et al. 2005:234).  
 In contrast, one athlete mentions her family’s history of environmental degradation 
inspires her to speak up. “There is a lot of power in trying to change my family’s namesake. I hid 
away from that name, I didn’t talk about it and didn’t want people to know my lineage. There is 
power coming from a chemical company that did a lot of harm to our planet and I want to 
change that. I think that shows there are no excuses” (A5). This athlete attributes some of her 
dedication to environmental issues to a desire to fix the negative impact of her family's 
business and inventions had on the environment.   
 Time spent outside was also a common theme amongst interviewees. As one shared, 
“So I guess growing up spending a lot of time outside, I deeply cared about the planet, mother 
nature our environment, resources, and animals” (A7).  Some other examples include: being 
dropped off at the ocean all day to play or taking cross-country road trips to national parks.   
 Education played a strong role in the foundation of environmental activism for several 
of the athletes.  Three attended college to earn an environmental degree. “I completed an 
undergraduate degree in environmental studies. It made me think a lot about being an engaged 
citizen, to think critically about issues and be informed. I’ve taken this into my adult life.” (A2). 
Athlete 1 found her interest in activism through one professor, "He encouraged me, asking, 
‘How do you want to interact with government? Do you want to just pay taxes or do you want 
to actively show up and use government as a tool for problem-solving?' So that really stuck with 
me, and I wanted to help and mobilize and harness the power of democracy.” One athlete 
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didn’t pursue an environmental degree, but he did engage in student government as the 
student body president of his university while campaigning for environmental issues.  The 
literature that I reviewed for this project did not indicate a relationship between education 
focused on the environment and environmental activism, though research likely exists.  
An Unconventional Career 
 
 My research explored each athlete’s career. Their identity as professional winter 
athletes seemed to be a large factor in their path emerging as climate activists. For many, the 
path to becoming a professional skier was rooted in a childhood spent skiing. One athlete 
mentions, “Growing up, I was not a competitive skier, but I went on ski vacations once or twice 
a year and I just loved it” (A1).  Six out of seven athletes skied when they were young. Often it 
was with their family, as Athlete 5 mentioned:  
“I started skiing when I was two years old, my whole family did it together. My 
mom was a professional skier and my grandpa was a ski coach. Skiing was really 
accessible in my town growing up, and the whole community gets behind skiing.”  
 
 Not every athlete skied with their family, "I didn't grow up going on ski vacations, but I 
skied at the 210-foot vertical ski hill in Ohio. I did that every day after school" (A4).  Regardless 
of how often they skied or snowboarded, these activities were present in the majority of 
athletes’ childhoods. Athlete 2 identified as a trail runner and ski racer and stated that while he 
did not participate in these sports growing up, he played more traditional sports such as 
basketball.  
 In addition to a childhood spent skiing, some athletes noted they had a passion for the 
sport beginning at a young age. One athlete noted, "I just knew from a young age that it was 
what I wanted to do, was to become a professional skier” (A1). Another athlete worked at ski 
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resorts out of high school, “I met the right people, kept going down the path of wanting to be a 
pro snowboarder and made it work for myself” (A3).  
 Several of the athletes mention their foray into the career developed more organically 
and less as a focused goal. Six of the athletes started building their career by entering contests, 
and a professional career followed. “I entered some ski competitions for fun, and I did really 
well. Quickly and organically it led me to sponsors, contracts and more competitions. It 
organically emerged into having a professional career” (A7).  Another athlete stated, “I started 
doing big mountain contests. I was kind of lucky that I won a few off the bat, and made a name 
for myself. For two or three years my primary source of income was winning contests for doing 
well, and from there I got more sponsors and contracts with sponsors” (A6). Winning 
competitions early on was a large factor in the foundation of most athletes careers.  
 Since their days competing, most say their work has evolved to receive salaries from 
outdoor companies, and most of them do not participate in competitions or contests anymore. 
The athlete who identifies as a trail runner and ski-mo racer is also a race director. Athlete 1 
distinguished between a “sponsored” and “professional” skier, stating when she was sponsored 
she received free gear, now she is paid a salary for her work. Athlete 3 stated, “I used to film 
snowboard movies for a long time. Now my career is primarily magazine stories and still some 
film parts.” Two other athletes mentioned they work in film (A5, A6) and one mentioned photos 
(A6). 
 When asked what they love about their job, many replied the best part is some sense of 
freedom and getting to see new places. “The best part about my job is being able to make my 
own schedule and be out in nature pretty much anytime I want, and have that be the primary 
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focus of my career” (A7). Athlete 5 answered similarly stating, “I get to be outside all of the 
time, that’s pretty lucky.”  Two athletes mentioned the job itself does not really feel like a job 
(A3, A4). Athlete 1 mentions a love for her job is rooted in a love for travel, and that she enjoys 
the people she gets to experience her travels with.  
 Brymer, Downey and Gray (2009), studied extreme athletes in-depth to understand how 
their sport inspired them to become environmental advocates. As my research suggests, a long 
history with time in nature and parental influence impacted most of the athletes I spoke with, 
but not all. Their study concludes that individuals who participate in extreme sports will likely 
engage in environmental issues because their connection to the natural world is prolific. One of 
my interviewees suggested his career is linked to activism stating, “I see snowboarding as a 
catalyst for change” (A3).  
Environmental Advocacy 
 
 To understand how athletes engage in climate activism, I asked a series of questions to 
find specific examples of the actions they take as POW Alliance members, and additional 
actions they take on their own as advocates. The prior sections answered why athletes engage 
in activism, and this section will provide a brief overview as to how athletes engage in climate 
activism, specifically relating to their involvement with Protect Our Winters. 
 As POW Alliance members, most athletes stated there is no minimum level of 
engagement required. Most of the athletes are engaged with POW on different levels.  The 
majority of the athletes mentioned they engage with POW by sharing social media messages, 
visiting D.C. to meet with federal lawmakers, providing educational presentations to 
elementary and high school students. Several of the athletes engage in other forms of activism 
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through writing articles, public speaking engagements, making films, participating in other 
environmental organizations, and acting as board members to environmental organizations.  
 Social media is seen as an impactful way to share messages in environmental activism. A 
few of the athletes mentioned POW asks them to share messages every week or every other 
week. One athlete mentioned social media gets a bad rap, but it is most effective. Athlete 3 
mentioned it has "helped change the tactics in the playbook for environmental activism. Social 
media is a huge and powerful platform and a great way to get the message out." Athlete 7 
mentioned "social media campaigns like #actonclimate…is an example of a successful campaign 
that was started by athletes because our power is in the reach we have especially through 
social.” Social media is a tool used by each athlete and is seen as an effective way to engage 
with the public. 
 There is significant literature speaking to the effectiveness of social media in 
environmental activism. “Social media provides a powerful tool for organizations to spread 
their messages and unite individuals toward a common purpose” (Terracina-Hartman et al. 
2013:143). Protect Our Winters partners with well-known winter athletes to spread their 
messages advocating to improve policy relating to climate change. Bennett’s research suggests 
“developing or adapting interactive media affordances also enables NGOs and social movement 
organizations to personalize the pathways to popular engagement with their issues” (Bennett 
2012:22). Part of POW’s advocacy road map discusses “using your lever” to engage. Most of the 
athletes noted their platform or lever allowed them to have a voice and share a message.  
 Though none of the athletes labeled themselves as celebrities, I put them into the 
category of a celebrity. The athletes I interviewed have strong social media following: numbers 
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ranged from 17,000 followers to over 150,000 followers. Anderson researched the impact of 
celebrities on environmental activism. Anderson notes that "the celebritization of climate 
change as research indicates that it is growing significance and constitutes a newly emerging 
area of academic interest” (Anderson 2011:535). The study also notes that there has been a 
shift in celebrities engaging in politics the past few years, noting the use of celebrities may 
enhance their public interest.  
 Four of the seven athletes mentioned they have gone to Washington D.C. with POW to 
speak with representatives about climate change and inform them on bills that are currently in 
the legislature. One athlete said he visits D.C. one to three times a year. Athlete 5 mentioned 
her first visit to D.C. was very powerful: 
“This last fall I was invited by POW to go to DC and meet with a bunch of 
government officials to go into their office and tell them about different bills I 
wanted them to sign and it came down to the language we were using. They 
wouldn't sign something that said climate change but would sign things that said 
warming winters. They didn't want to lose winter either.” 
 
 Another way for most of the athletes to engage in climate activism is to educate 
elementary and high school students about climate change. POW has a program called “Hot 
Planet, Cool Athletes” where the athletes visit local schools and give slideshows about climate 
change. Six out of seven athletes participate in these presentations, and one athlete plans to in 
the future.  Most of the athletes noted they enjoy engaging with youth on this topic.  For 
instance: 
“I enjoy talking to kids in schools with the Hot Planet Cool athletes program… I 
love doing that, it's such a cool opportunity to give them something else outside 
the regular curriculum of science and history. I think us being able to come in 
and they get excited with our snowboard videos and it's a breath of fresh air to 
hear personal stories they can relate to” (A3). 
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 When asked about examples of success relating to their environmental activism, all of 
the athletes had stories to share. These success stories are both tangible and intangible. “One 
of the most powerful (success stories) was in September 2016 when there was a Park City 
council meeting and a couple of us from the snow sports industry showed up and we got the 
city council to go 100% renewable by 2030" (A1). Several of the other athletes mentioned 
showing up and speaking out about a bill or issue felt like a measured success. Another way to 
show success was simply "showing people how to use their voice” (A6). 
 In terms of working with POW as climate activists, some athletes mentioned it can be a 
good starting place to get involved, but there are a lot of different ways to be involved in the 
environmental movement, and most of the athletes noted they are involved with several other 
organizations in addition to POW.  
 Most of the athletes became involved with POW because they knew the founder, 
Jeremy Jones, and he asked them to join the Alliance. Those who were not asked by Jeremy 
Jones himself, another staff member of POW reached out to them. Six out of seven athletes 
have been involved with POW for three or more years, and one athlete joined last fall. Most of 
the athletes spoke highly of POW and their approach to environmental activism. Athlete 4, who 
participated in environmental advocacy work in college, said his involvement with POW helped 
him fill a void while having a purpose for his environmental concerns.  
Perspectives on Individual Actions 
 
 In investigating how athletes engage as climate activists, my research asked what they 
do as an individual on a daily basis to fight climate change, and I was curious to know if they 
thought this mattered. In addition to their daily actions, it was important for me to understand 
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how these athletes perceived the public criticism of their individual actions relating to flying 
long distances often to meet the demands and expectations of their career.  
 My data found that seven out of seven of the athletes take actions in their everyday 
lives to fight climate change. Examples include biking, eating vegetarian, constructing a net zero 
house, using less plastic, and recycling. However, although each of the athletes listed these 
actions, they proceeded by saying they do not feel personal actions are very effective in the 
fight against climate change. One athlete stated, “My biggest personal action is to help people 
understand personal actions do not matter” (A4).  
 The athletes did not find personal actions important because they believe there are 
more effective ways to take action against climate change, more specifically, working to 
support large scale policy change and supporting clean energy. Overall, the general response 
emphasized individual actions deflects from the larger issue. Athlete 2 noted, “I want to 
support leaders and politicians that work hard to impact climate change. Personally, that's 
where my beliefs are" (A2). Another said: 
“I have learned more and more people get so hung up on individual actions that 
it almost becomes crippling for people, the shame of forgetting their reusable or 
not being vegan. I would say it's one of the strategies of the oil and gas industry 
is to deflect the attention from bigger systematic change and responsibility of 
business and government to put the responsibility on individuals. So I don't like 
to get too hung up on reusable straws or water bottles or solar panels on the 
house, that puts the burden where it shouldn't be, deflecting away from the real 
issue and having a silencing effect on climate activists” (A1). 
  
 Dietz et al. argues that personal actions do matter, citing findings that indicate 
measured household personal actions could decrease emissions by 20% (Dietz et al. 2009: 
18452). This research cites that there is a growing movement arguing that individual actions do 
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not matter, and the solution to lower emissions is large scale policy change. Through 
conversations with the athletes, I concluded they believed individual actions matter on some 
level, because 100% of the athletes take intentional actions each day to decrease their carbon 
footprint. However, they all feel the greatest impact will come from large-scale solutions.  
 In addition to daily personal actions, athletes discussed their feelings regarding public 
critiques about their choice to fly frequently around the world to ski and snowboard for their 
career. Most of the athletes stated the critiques were valid, or that they understood why they 
are often critiqued, but most felt attacking them for flying was not the best way to approach 
the problem. Most of the athletes recognized the impacts of their flights, but most felt the 
stories they tell through witnessing climate change and its impacts around the world are more 
important: 
"I think in the big scheme, one flight or one helicopter ride is a drop in the 
bucket. I hate to be pessimistic but…something Jeremy Jones said is how we 
should be doing more, not less. I think showing these people beautiful places 
that are changing, there is power in this” (A5). 
 
 Athlete 4 noted that since he has a platform to tell stories and engage in these issues, he 
can justify this behavior. He does not think everyone needs to see the world first-hand to care, 
but he believes in his power to help others see the world through his eyes, and he will inspire 
people to care and take action. 
 These critiques and lifestyle have left some of the athletes feeling hypocritical in their 
actions and behaviors. Athlete 6 grappled with this tension for a long time: 
"To be totally honest, I grappled with environmental activism and POW for the 
first half of my career because I felt it was hypocritical for me, in all honesty, to 
speak out about these things. I probably have a bigger carbon footprint than 95% 
of the population. So I thought, 'who am I to tell people how to live?’"  
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 A few athletes noted that they struggle between what they love to do, and being an 
environmental activist. Two mentioned their lifestyle is highly consumptive, and it is hard to 
balance the lifestyle when they don’t see other options. Walking the line of being an activist 
while consuming more fossil fuels is “tricky.” All of the athletes had something to say about the 
critiques:  
"I think we are at a time where everyone is very passionate about something. 
Whether that means going Vegetarian? Not flying? Those are the two really big 
ones that I get very critiqued on. I totally agree to an extent, but I don’t think it's 
a silver bullet in solving the climate crisis” (A3). 
 
 Most felt the critiques were superficial, distracting, and seemingly never-ending. Most 
stated they believe there are better ways around the issue than critiquing one another as 
humans about what we are doing wrong. Athlete 7 noted: 
"It's really important for us to talk about it and offer supportive accountability 
and solutions instead of point the finger and [play the] blame game. I'm 
increasingly realizing how paralyzing the blame game is and how it takes away 
from positive support and creative suggestions." 
 
 The tension with critiques created some uneasiness among the athletes. Some admitted 
feeling silenced, or not wanting to speak up again because of the criticisms: 
“I can't tell you how many times I'd wanted to speak up on something but [then] 
thought, when people attack you personally online and call you a hypocrite 
because you travel and do these things, it's really hard to speak up again" (A1).” 
 
 This study would benefit from some further research into the conflict these athletes and 
activists feel. Literature exploring cognitive dissonance might provide more structured insight 
into how they perceive this conflict of interest: a highly consumptive lifestyle paired with 
environmental activism. Prior to my research, I contacted Protect Our Winters specifically to 
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ask about the critiques on the athletes and their extensive air travel. They sent me two articles 
discussing the topic of flying and consuming fossil fuels, and both articles emphasized the need 
for renewable energy and options for consumption rather than individual behavior changes. It 
is difficult to make behavior changes if options to make the change do not exist.  
Goals as an Athlete Activist 
 
 In their work as athlete activists, most expressed they have goals related to their 
engagement with climate change activism. Climate change is a very personal issue to all of the 
athletes as it threatens their passion and in the long-term, the careers of future winter athletes. 
Most of the athletes noted they wanted to use their influence for good, and role model how to 
be engaged as an active citizen.  One athlete noted the reason he speaks up on climate change 
is because he thinks, “everyone is very concerned with our sport and our future and the snow 
sports industry, and I want to do something to give back and make sure snow is around for our 
kids and grandkids" (A3).  
  The majority of athletes noted they wanted to use their platform and voice to help 
others find a way to be active in their community. The athletes' responses suggested an 
awareness around their voice and power. Leveraging this power is the best way they know how 
to create change. Two of the athletes specifically mentioned they want to use their influence 
for good. Athlete 2 noted he wanted to “help people find tools they need to be active in their 
community...I want to give ways and opportunities for people to engage in a place or how they 
can get involved in a place... I want to build community around issues.” Three athletes 
mentioned their general goal was to “leave the world a better place than I found it.” Three of 
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the athletes mentioned they wanted to be a role model in how to be engaged and one 
specifically noted she wanted to make the behavior of being an active citizen normal. 
 On recognizing his influence, Athlete 6 noted: 
 “I realized after research that activism wasn't about telling people what to do 
and what to buy, but rather encourage people to be involved in bigger sweeping 
policy reforms. These items would actually help in moving the needle rather than 
me saying one thing and doing the other. That's where I decided my voice is 
powerful and people would listen to what I had to say as long as I presented it in 
the right context."  
 
 In addition to reaching their audience base, several of the athletes noted they wanted to 
use their influence to encourage the greater outdoor industry to be more actively engaged in 
climate issues. Athlete 3 noted, “There is an opportunity to do some damage [make an impact] 
by using the collective voice of the outdoor industry to move forward on the same page, the 
industry is $887 billion dollars, double and triple for oil and gas and pharmaceuticals, but 
maybe 10% really give a damn." Athlete 3 also noted that his strength is to use his influence to 
get the word out. A second athlete specifically referred to the power of outdoor enthusiasts, 
and how this position aligns well with protecting the planet.  
Conclusion  
 
 This project successfully explored how and why winter athletes engage in climate 
activism. Many of the participants described similar life paths, but each shared a unique story. 
Research studying athletes and influencers in environmental causes is not new; however, the 
specific relationship between climate activists and athletes who rely on snow is an interesting 
new trend. Further research into this growing social movement might provide further insight 
into the role these activists play in the broader climate movement.  
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 Significant research exists describing lifepaths into environmental activism, but there is 
a gap exploring the connection between athletes as climate activists. The athletes in my study 
have both power and notoriety, and they are uniquely connected to the cause they are fighting 
for. One study found a connection between extreme athletes and environmental activism, and 
another study explored activism by Protect Our Winters staff in Finland. 
  The majority of athletes expressed some connection or exposure to the natural world 
from a young age. They implicitly or explicitly stated this impacted them as adults, inspiring a 
desire to protect the environment. Additionally, the majority were exposed to their sport at a 
young age. The connection between their career and advocacy with Protect Our Winters is 
implied as the precursor to participation with POW is to identify as a professional winter 
athlete. Some of the athletes noted they participate in activism in many other ways, however, 
my study focused specifically on POW.  
 Some athletes mentioned the motivation behind their work as activists is to leave the 
world a better place, and preserve their sport and winter for future generations to enjoy. They 
love snow, they love winter, and their position as climate activists is about more than simply 
recreating outside for their career. They recognize their position in the industry allows them a 
voice and reach.  Their platform, voice, and influence should be used to spread important 
messages and mobilize skiers and snowboarders. Research shows social media as a tool for 
activism is effective and far-reaching, and most of the athletes agree their outreach on social 
media is a useful tool for activism.  
  Athletes engage in climate activism in a variety of ways. From social media posts to visits 
to D.C., to local government involvement, public speaking, and school presentations – the 
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athletes demonstrate there is more than one way to be a climate activist.  The discussion 
surrounding personal actions to reduce carbon footprint brought a conflicted response from 
the athletes. It was clear that all athletes take actions on a daily basis to reduce their carbon 
footprint, and they do this consciously. However, all of the athletes believe there are more 
effective solutions to fighting climate change outside of personal actions. Most believe large 
scale policy change is more important, and the responsibility should not be blamed on the 
individual. This project would be stronger if there was more research into how and why 
personal actions matter, while contrasting why they do not. Further research might choose to 
focus on how Protect Our Winters as an organization views personal actions. 
 Lastly, many of the athletes struggle with some amount of guilt or feeling of hypocrisy 
when discussing their personal carbon footprint and engaging in climate activism. Critiques 
from the public affect the athletes, and they have a hard time balancing their lives with their 
values, knowing there are few alternative options.   
 The athletes I interviewed are passionate and engaged. They demonstrate a level of 
active civic involvement above and beyond most people I know. They express a deep passion 
for the environment, and their careers evolved from a love for the outdoors. Their actions link 
their career and passion for advocacy, presuming they feel some responsibility to step up and 
protect the environment to their best ability. 
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Skiing in the Time of Climate Change 
[Audio Script] 
 
SCENE: SKIING 
 
NARRATOR: I have this photo. It was taken in 1987 when I was three-years old, shortly after my 
family moved to Colorado. I’m standing clicked into my skis, bundled up from head to toe in a 
red and white puffy jacket and a matching wool hat. My goggles are squishing my face. My dad 
crouches down next to me posing for the camera. Although neither of are smiling, I’m certain, 
that those days spent skiing in the mountains, were some of the best.   
 
SCENE: SKIING (fade) 
 
NARRATOR: Skiing has been a thread throughout my life since then. I did my time in ski school, 
where I eventually progressed from a snow plow to parallel turns. I remember my excitement 
during the long drives along I-70, the route to the mountains from Denver. I gave up skiing to 
snowboard as a teenager where I spent a ton of time falling down and bruising my tailbone. In 
college, with a season pass but no car, I practically bribed people to drive me to the mountains 
each weekend. Finally, in what seemed to be a the ultimate goal after of a lifetime of skiing, I 
moved to a ski town on Colorado’s western slope.    
 
Since that day in 1987, things have changed. The snow, the seasons, skiing—it’s all different 
now. Now, we’re skiing in the time of climate change. 
 
SPRUCE SCHOENEMANN: No, this is not a seasonal temperature change, this is over all seasons 
we are seeing an increase in temperature. 
 
NARRATOR: That was Spruce Schoenemann. I met him in Dillon, Montana in 2019 at an event 
he planned called Save the Snow Climate Summit. Spruce is a paleo climatologist who studies 
past hydroclimate and snowpack conditions using ice cores, lake sediment cores, and tree-rings. 
He’s also a snowboarder. 
 
Here’s Spruce again. 
 
SCHOENEMANN: So last year with the Save the Snow Climate Summit we really tried to bring a 
bunch of scientists together to share the information about what are we seeing on our 
landscape, how is  climate changing, how is it affecting our temperature, runoff, stream flows, 
wildfire.  
 
NARRATOR: Spruce says that what we are experiencing right now is one of the lowest 
snowpacks scientists have seen in the past 1,000 years. For decades, researchers have studied 
how climate change might impact the future of the ski industry. It’s fairly certain that by mid-
century, ski seasons around the country could be cut in half. Warming temperatures will not 
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only affect how and when we ski—but they will also change other activities and local 
economies.  
 
SPRUCE SCHOENEMANN: For those of us that are snow lovers, everything that we do involves 
water, and snow is just the frozen form of water. And really, our mountains are our reservoirs, 
they hold all that snow, all that water, and everything that we rely on here in Southwest 
Montana from ranching, irrigation, stream flows for fly fishing and guiding, water for our own 
gardens—all of that comes from snowpack.  
 
NARRATOR: This winter, Spruce planned a more local event he called Snowpack Fest.  
 
SCENE: Spruce talking at festival  
 
NARRATOR: After the summit last year, he wanted to create more awareness around what is 
happening locally while also celebrating snow.    
 
SCHOENEMANN: We are trying to start a discussion. We are trying to find common ground with 
folks with what sort of importance snow plays in their lives.  
 
SCENE: Spruce talking at festival (fades) 
 
SCENE: CAR START, DRIVING 
 
NARRATOR: A 14-minute drive from my doorstep in Missoula, Montana sits Marshall Mountain, 
a now debunked ski resort. When there’s snow, locals hike uphill to earn their turns.  
 
SCENE: Skinning Uphill 
 
The faded pink chairlift coupled with shadows of clear-cuts resembling old ski runs tell a story 
of what once was. A once thriving local ski area was forced to close down when the snow 
became unreliable.  
 
KYLEBOCINSKY: My husband is from here and he grew up skiing at Marshall. When we moved 
back here three years ago, he was like, well, I would take you to Marshall, but it closed. It just 
didn’t get enough snow.  
 
NARRATOR: That’s Kyle Bocinsky, a research associate in the Montana Climate Office at the 
University of Montana. Kyle is from Georgia. He didn’t grow up skiing, but a few times his family 
took trips to North Carolina to ski.  
BOCINSKY: My family loved the snow, we loved skiing. When I was growing up, it was like the 
magic thing to be able to go to North Carolina, to these icy ski hills and see snow even when 
there was a chance of snow, my dad would load us into the car and drive us to the Blue ridge 
parkway and find snow.  
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NARRATOR: When he moved out West for graduate school 12-years ago, he caught the skiing 
bug, and he’s been skiing ever since. Today, he is leading a new research project that focuses 
on the future of the ski industry in Montana.  
BOCINSKY: Outdoor recreation is so important for Montanans. It's like a core value that I feel 
like people in this state hold, is that ability to access the outdoors and our experiences there. 
With global warming, one of the big things that people are worried about is access to winter 
recreation.  
NARRATOR: It turns out, Montana’s ski areas might fare better than other states in the 
intermountain West such as Utah and Idaho. 
BOCINSKY: Our snowpack naturally might decrease. We’re going to see increase in 
temperatures, so our relative experience here we’re going to see warmer winters and we might 
see some rain on snow events in the lower country, but our temperatures might stay well 
below what’s necessary to maintain snowpack. Which is why won’t see those huge decreases in 
snowpack that other parts of the west might experience.  
 
NARRATOR: It’s true that Montanans love to be outside. A report compiled by Montana’s Office 
of Outdoor Recreation found that more than 80% of Montanans recreate outside, contributing 
over three billion dollars each year to the economy. In addition to providing jobs and 
contributing to local economies, it creates a quality of life valued by Montanans.  
 
MUSIC 
 
NARRATOR: Like Spruce and Kyle, Rebecca Levine loves to ski. And she loves snow. An assistant 
professor of Environmental Sciences at the University of Montana Western, she was asked to 
give a talk this year at snowpack fest.  
 
SCENE: LEVINE SPEECH AT FEST 
 
NARRATOR: Her work focuses on the bigger issues associated with a decreasing snowpack. Like 
so many skiers, she’s seen changes in the snow during her lifetime.  
 
LEVINE: I think when you ski and grow up doing it, being out in the snow and loving winter is 
part of you and you just assume, yeah, we’ll always be able to do it. Watching the snow 
disappear in these places … sometimes you have to cancel trips or move trips because the snow 
isn't good you can't do it.  
 
NARRATOR: Levine thinks it’s important to talk about snow in more ways than just skiing. Snow 
is important to many parts of the system— it’s water. It’s important to everyone when it flows 
off the mountains.  
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LEVINE: So, if we have less snow covering the ground, our reservoir is smaller. And we have less 
snow to feed our rivers into summer and late summer and into fall, which is critical for 
maintaining many livelihoods and wildlife across the state. 
 
NARRATOR: So, saving the snow isn’t just about skiing and recreation. But Levine thinks finding 
a way to identify with climate change is important. After all, climate change is already 
happening, she says, so we need to find ways to address the issue at a global scale.  
 
LEVINE: Everybody is going to be impacted in some way, so how do you find those connections. 
Well, I think it’s important that everybody who cares about climate to find the other people in 
their group who feel similarly to them and get them to pay attention to it. If you’re a skier, talk 
to another  skier. If you are a farmer, talk to other farmers, you don’t have to go out of your 
way outside your comfort zone to make those connections, make those connections with 
people you already relate to, and that’s going to make a big impact. 
 
MUSIC 
 
NARRATOR: Kyle Bocinsky admits he loves the small-town feel of Montana ski hills. He doesn't 
want to see them change. But, to keep the ski industry alive in the state might mean 
Montanan’s will have to reassess what they value.  
 
BOCINSKY: I'm an archeologist by training. I study how human societies in the past have dealt 
with climate challenges and environmental challenges. Some of them have been akin to what 
we're experiencing in the future, not at the scale or the speed of what we see global climate 
change doing right now, but certainly changes in their environments that have challenged the 
values of those societies.  
 
NARRATOR: In his research, Kyle has created a new term: ski migrants. He is predicting that as 
other Rocky Mountain states like Idaho and Utah receive less snow, more skiers might flock to 
Montana. It is up to Montanans to decide if they will welcome new skiers, and possibly change 
the culture of skiing in the state.     
 
BOCINSKY: One thing that I’ve noticed, and I’ve noticed in myself here In Montana is that I 
really I value the small ski area, I value the community that we have around our ski areas that 
we have in Montana. And I think there's a fear that we might lose that if we increase visitation 
dramatically. So I think that’s something we should think about. The message that I'm trying to 
send to people on Montana though, is that although we're going to see some changes to our ski 
industry because of climate challenges, the ski industry is not going to go away. We are actually 
in a good place to maintain a healthy ski industry, our challenges are actually some of those 
social challenges of how we see the ski industry changing in the future.  
 
NARRATOR: Do we accept change? Do we fight to keep what we have? Some people, like 
Spruce Shoennemen, who you heard earlier, doesn’t want to see these small ski hills go away 
either.  
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SCHOENNEMEN:  I would really hate to see future generations lose their small-town ski areas 
and lose the recreation that comes from snowshoeing, cross country skiing and snowmobiling. 
These are things we really value as Montanans and really enjoy, and so I want to be able to 
make sure that's available for future generations. 
 
MUSIC (up then fades) 
 
NARRATOR: 
 
I never used to think about climate change. Now, on most days when I ski, I think about what 
losing winter would mean to me.  
 
PAUSE AND POST 
 
As I think about how winter has changed throughout my lifetime, I think about what Kyle 
Bocinsky said, like cultures of the past, we will see a challenge to our values. Temperatures are 
rising, we are losing our snowpack, and all of this will impact a lot more than skiing.  
 
MUSIC  
 
I never take for granted the days that I get to ski, because I know what we stand to lose. I don’t 
want to lose this, I can’t. Because something on that day when I was three-years-old, when I 
was bundled up from head to toe, waddling along in my ski boots while holding on tight to my 
skis, I felt that feeling the joy and freedom that comes with the simple movement and gravity of 
sliding downhill on snow.  
 
MUSIC-fades into background 
 
I’m Stephanie Maltarich in Missoula Montana. This story, Skiing in the Time of Climate Change 
was recorded, edited and produced by me. 
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For the Love of Snow 
By Stephanie Maltarich 
 
  Early morning, my dad opens the door to my room, the light from the hallway shines so 
bright that I squint. It's still dark outside, but, he announces: “it’s time to go skiing.” I roll out of 
bed with sleepy eyes and tangled hair. I start to dress in the clothes my mom helped me lay out 
the night before: first, long johns, then wool ski socks, smoothing out any wrinkles as I slide 
them onto my feet. Next, I pull a wool sweater over my head, followed by snow bibs, carefully 
clicking each buckle below each shoulder. I pack a wool hat, goggles, gloves, and scarf into a 
bag. I’m ready.  
 Dad and I hop into the car and pull out of the driveway; it’s just me and him today. We 
drive along empty suburban streets, and he turns on our favorite radio station. At the 
mandatory 7-11 stop, he buys me a Moon Pie, and coffee for himself, which I think smells bad. 
We navigate our way out of town by way of  I-70; it’s the path to the mountains for those who 
live in Denver. I fall asleep, head nodding to the hum of the Beach Boys or Creedence 
Clearwater Revival.  
 We are some of the first people to arrive at the empty parking lot. He helps me organize 
my things: making sure that I have the hat, goggles, scarf, and gloves that I packed. It’s cold 
today, so I grab hand warmers to keep in my pocket, just in case. My ski jacket is adorned with 
a few pins from my favorite ski resorts: Breckenridge, Keystone, and Copper Mountain. I wear 
them proudly, and I'm able to recite my favorite ski runs at each. Schoolmarm, Carefree and 
Silverthorne – to name a few.  
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 Stepping into the rental shop, we are greeted by the familiar smell of hot wax and old 
boots. Screeching reverberates from the back of the shop, where ski techs grind and sharpen 
bases and edges.  While my dad fills out the paperwork, I am helped by a scruffy bearded shop 
employee who helps fit me for my boots and skis. We chit-chat; he asks me what I like to ski, 
and tells me how the snow has been lately. He asks if I need poles. I scoff, and tell him “yes, I’ve 
been skiing since I was three!”  
My dad carries both of our skies over his shoulder as I waddle along the sidewalk in ski 
boots. While he waits in line to purchase our lift tickets, I twirl around in a daydream, 
sometimes catching snowflakes if and when they fall. Looking back, I know as a twirling little 
girl, I didn’t realize how lucky I was. I didn’t notice that everyone around me looked the same, 
like me: white, middle/upper class, outfitted in ski gear, with friends and family. Back then, I 
never thought about the people who weren’t skiing. Or, that I was fortunate that my family had 
both the time and money to spend on an activity that many people didn’t have the access to 
enjoy. It was a privilege beyond my comprehension, one that I often think about today. 
Squatting down to my level, my dad feeds the wire wicket through the zipper on my 
jacket. He removes the paper from the back to expose its sticky side, carefully folding it over 
the wire while pressing firmly to smooth out the bubbles. He does the same for himself, and we 
are finally ready. “How about a warm-up run?” he asks. 
I’m giddy as I click into my skies and glide into the lift line. We always ski bell to bell: 
skier talk for open to close. We move downhill with ease on the freshly groomed corduroy, 
each carving our own art into the snow. We finish a run, and quickly plan for the next and then 
the next on each chairlift ride. On our lunch break, I inhale a cheeseburger and french fries. I 
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drink hot chocolate with whip cream; in the coming days, the burned spot on my tongue will 
serve as a happy reminder of a day spent on the mountain. 
I don't remember if this was one day or twenty. We weren't a family of extreme skiers, 
we skied maybe a handful of times each year. As Midwest transplants, we planted our roots out 
West as a family – by skiing.   
I do remember skiing fast, and giggling. I remember freezing cold chairlifts. I remember 
the excitement I felt the night before a ski day. I remember running my finger along the lines on 
the map: green, blue, and black. I remember the quiet snow on a powder day. I remember 
freedom from the simple movement and gravity of sliding downhill on the snow.  More than 
any specific moment, I remember that feeling, the feeling of joy. 
*** 
That feeling is at risk. Climatic changes are shifting the story of winter, shifting the story 
of skiers. Winter matters to skiers. It matters to who we are, the relationships we have, and the 
culture and survival of mountain towns. When my family started skiing in 1986, we didn’t think 
much about climate change. We noticed bizarre weather, but we never worried. Most days 
today, I notice the weather, and I think about climate change, a lot.  
 
There is a picture that marks the beginning of my ski days: it’s of a three-year-old me, 
bundled up in a red and white ski outfit. You can barely see me buried underneath the layers of 
jackets, sweaters, and long johns. I wear goggles that cover the majority of my face, squishing 
my nose. A bib with a number is pinned to the front of my jacket; I suppose that’s how they 
kept track of all of the little gremlins in ski school back in those days.  
 88 
Days in ski school were spent on the magic carpet: the makeshift moving sidewalk 
masked as a ski lift for little ones and beginners. The bunny hill is where I learned how to stop 
my skis by making a pizza. I had countless ski instructors that I looked up to for being cool and 
adventurous, most of them were patient with the young children who may or may not want to 
learn how to ski. As the youngest in my family, I attended ski school alone. If my family popped 
in for a surprise visit at lunch, I would beg them to take me out to ski with them. 
I learned to parallel turn, and traded ski school for family ski days. I skied the blue runs, 
and sometimes, I dipped in and out of the trees. We played “musical chairlift” and took turns 
riding with one another. Occasionally, the chairs would stop for what seemed like an eternity. 
When that happened, the conversation was predictable between me and my sister: I’d place 
my mittens on the metal bar, peer over my skis at the ground, and ask my sister if she thought 
we’d survive if we had to jump off into the snow below to save ourselves.   
 
 Somewhere around that time when I was learning how to ski and contemplating 
jumping off of chair lifts, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published its first 
report. The United Nations decided the world needed an objective interpretation of the science 
confirming our climate was growing hotter. They concluded the science said winters were 
warming. But, I didn’t know about climate change yet, I was focused on perfecting my turns, 
and my evolving ski outfits. Years passed and I traded my wool sweater for a neon blue and 
pink jacket, goggles were traded for edgy 90’s yellow glasses in the shape of slanted triangles 
with pink stems.  
 
 89 
When I was about eleven, my family spent Thanksgiving skiing. I raced my sister and 
brother down the mountain to the base area. Flying past the orange slow zone sign, I bent my 
knees and crouched forward, jabbing my polls to propel my momentum forward. I giggled, 
wondering if I could actually beat them for once. We skied one run over and over; it was the 
only option. Rocks and brown grass lined the sides of the slope that was created from artificial 
snow. Later in life, I heard this early season corridor referred to as the “ribbon of death.” The 
ribbon is a barely there strip of snow that snakes down the mountain, funneling crowds of 
skiers to the bottom. I remember we were disappointed at the lack of snow and skiing options 
that year, but we made the best of what we had because it was winter – and it was time to ski. 
During my lifetime as a skier, opening day, which is often marked by Thanksgiving for 
Colorado ski resorts, has struggled. What was once a sure thing, marked by real snow and cold 
winters, is now unpredictable. It is even more unpredictable for the future.1 Snowmaking, a 
process that produces artificial snow, has large environmental impacts yet it keeps ski resorts 
on track to open for winter holidays.  But it won’t be possible with rising temperatures. Without 
snowmaking, opening days will be pushed into late December. A recent study assessing future 
weather models predicted that all ski resorts across the U.S. will see a 50% reduction of season 
length by 2050.2  
 
                                               
1 Wobus, Small, Hosterman, Mills, Stein, Rissing, Jones, Duckworth, Hall, Kolian, Creason, and Jeremy Martinich. 
2017. “Projected Climate Change Impacts on Skiing and Snowmobiling: A Case Study of the United 
States.” Science Direct (45) 1-15. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378016305556?via%3Dihub 
 
2 Ibid. 
 90 
In my early teens, I obsessed over the idea of learning how to snowboard. The draw 
mostly came from the idea that I thought it was cool. I wanted to surf the snow, walk in 
comfortable boots, and rub shoulders with the riders who grinded off rails and spun off big 
jumps. This choice forced me back into ski school, where I spent most of the time falling on my 
butt. A bruised tailbone and ego left me promising to never try again. One lesson ended with 
me removing my snowboard and marching down the mountain.  
 
But, I couldn’t shake my desire. I was bored with skiing and thought it was nerdy. So, 
when I was sixteen, I invested my entire net worth in babysitting money into a private lesson.  
My instructor’s face was tan and he talked slowly, often saying “awesome!” He laughed and 
encouraged me throughout the day, teaching me how to turn and waited with patience when I 
fell. I finally had confidence. Family ski days were traded for snowboard days with my friends. I 
was finally a snowboarder. For the next ten years, I did my best to revolve my life around 
snowboarding.  
 Around this time, the UN held its Conference of the Parties in Kyoto, Japan to discuss 
climate change. The meeting concluded by saying, “There is a real concern that by the middle 
or the end of the next century human activities will have changed the basic conditions that 
have allowed life to thrive on earth.”3 I remember hearing about the Kyoto Protocol – the result 
of the conference, an established action against climate change. But it didn’t occur to me then 
                                               
3 “Official Website of the Third Conference of the Parties,” UNFCCC: Convention on Climate Change, accessed 
4/24/2019. http://unfccc.int/cop3/ 
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that my kids or my kids’ kids might not get to enjoy snowboarding like me. And I never thought 
to question the actions that didn’t follow.  
 In college, I didn’t have a car, but I had a snowboard and a season pass. All I really 
wanted to do was snowboard in the mountains every weekend; I even made sure to avoid any 
classes that were scheduled on a Friday. I wanted a goggle tan. I wanted to ski twenty days – or 
more – each season. My roommates would often joke that I stalked people at parties and bars 
during the winter months, searching for any kind soul who would drive me to the mountains on 
the weekends. I craved friends whose obsession mirrored mine. While I spent many days skiing 
with my girlfriends, they also made time for other things. Snowboarding was the only thing I 
wanted to make time for. 
Eventually, I met a crew of boys that left around 1 p.m. every Saturday to night ski; one 
of the resorts stayed open via bright lights until 10 p.m. A short honk often noted their arrival, 
and I’d climb into the back, sitting squished in the middle seat while they passed around a glass 
pipe. I held my breath, in an attempt to stay sober; I’d learned on previous occasions that 
smoking wasn’t good for my sanity. That year I remember thinking the brown vegetation along 
I-70 looked different than the snow-covered corridor I remembered as a kid.  
 I remember those nights feeling cold, but not as cold I would have imagined for a winter 
evening in Colorado’s high country. Not as cold my childhood, when skiing during the day 
required several layers of long johns beneath my wool sweater beneath my puffy jacket. 
Current climate models predict, “within the next 20 years, the number of days at or below 
freezing in some of the most popular ski towns in the U.S. will decline by weeks or even a 
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month.”4 That year, while I was snowboarding in the dark with the boys, The First National 
Climate Assessment was released, stating temperatures had increased in the 20th century and 
were projected to increase far more in the 21st. 5  Sometimes I wonder if I will be skiing in a tank 
top in January when I’m fifty. 
 One morning in my mid-twenties, I was on a chairlift, and I noticed a skier doing what 
seemed to be lunges down the mountain. “What is that person doing?” I wondered out loud 
pointing out the skier to my friend.  
I learned after much investigation that Telemark, or “tele” skiing is a discipline of skiing 
that was once considered dead, but that year it experienced a renaissance. I watched Tele 
skiers elegantly and effortlessly make their way down the slope, trying to understand the 
complex motions. It looked excruciating on the quads. It would require buying new gear. 
Starting from scratch, a new snow identity, again. I was a skier, I was a snowboarder, and now I 
wanted to be a Telemark skier.. 
  With an apparent perpetual desire to be mediocre at everything—I spent the season 
trying to master yet another new skill. Telemark skiing made me feel elegant: like I was dancing 
down the mountain with every turn. Though I could barely walk for a week after my first 
successful day, I was decidedly in love. I bought a bumper sticker that said, “Free your Heel, 
Free your Mind,” and I started to adventure into the quiet forests and mountains with friends. 
                                               
4 Climate Central. 2019.  Research Brief: “On Thin Ice: How climate change is shaping winter 
recreation”https://assets.climatecentral.org/pdfs/Jan2019_Report_OnThinIce.pdf?pdf=OnThinIce-Report 
 
5 The United States Global Change Research Program. 2000. “Climate Change Impacts on the United States.” The 
Report of the National Assessment Synthesis Team. 
https://data.globalchange.gov/assets/9a/aa/ec5b4bb3b895bc8369be2ddac377/nca-2000-report-overview.pdf 
 
 
 93 
It created a new way for me to experience the mountains—no lifts and no resorts. I earned my 
turns – skiing uphill then downhill without the chairlift, without the cost. 
 
I always wanted to be a ski bum. Something about the culture and slow pace always 
made me want to linger for a little while longer when I was in the mountains. People talked 
slower and said things like, “stoked” and “psyched” and “epic.” I heard locals often skied over 
one hundred days a year, and worked odd jobs as baristas, bartenders, or ski instructors.  
A ski bum is what I learned to be the term for those who move to mountain resort 
towns to live for a while. They are bums because they may work as little as possible to survive 
while skiing as much as possible. Typically, the ski bum lifestyle is a privileged pilgrimage 
undertaken by certain adventure-seeking white middle and upper-class twentysomethings. 
They explore a life centered around skiing, as skiers, in ski towns.  
  It took a while for me to get there, to live life as a ski bum, but at 28, I decided it was 
time to fulfill this childhood and high school and college dream, to not only be a skier, but to 
live in a ski town, and “live the dream.” I moved to Colorado’s Last Great Ski Town: Crested 
Butte. It’s a place where the jagged ridgeline at the north end of the valley is named “Paradise 
Divide.” After a few months, I determined the simplicity was something I had yearned for while 
living in the city or homogenous suburbs. My commute around Crested Butte, which never took 
more than five minutes, was almost always on an old rusty bike. I found friends easily, and 
conveniently had a lot of time to share. With a free ski pass accompanying most jobs, and a free 
bus fourteen minutes to and from the ski area, I skied as many days I wanted to for as long as I 
wanted; I no longer felt a need to ski bell to bell.  I had also found a home.   
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I quickly learned that my first winter in Crested Butte was considered rough by local 
standards. The snow barely arrived that year, and the peaks surrounding the valley were 
brown, covered in dirt and rocks instead of snow. The talk of the town agreed it was a terrible 
year for snow, maybe the worst anyone could remember. It was bad for skiing, it was bad for 
morale, and it was bad for livelihoods. I was living it, we were living it. As a mountain town 
resident, I finally connected the dots between climate change and skiing. 
 I found a job as a snowboard instructor, and went to line up each morning to see if I 
had work. I would arrive eager, without knowing if I would get the opportunity to work, earning 
a mere $4 for showing up, and then sent home if there weren’t enough students for lessons 
(which, that year, there often weren’t). I worked six days a week supplementing with other jobs 
like teaching at the local pre-school, babysitting, cleaning houses, and whatever else I could do 
to make the money I needed to get by. But even with all these jobs, I sometimes struggled to 
earn enough cash in a year when tourists were sparse. 
That year I thought often about news I had read about climate change. The world was 
heating up and glaciers were melting.  I wondered if the future had arrived to ski towns.  The 
financial impact of climate change on skiing is predicted to be insurmountable. The baristas, 
bartenders, and ski instructors – people like me, may not be able to pay their rent or put food 
on the table. There is a saying in mountain towns that snow is currency. My job as a snowboard 
instructor relied on tourism, and that tourism relied on snow. 
What power do these small, isolated rural towns have when it comes to their own fate 
and resiliency in their approach to climate change? A recent Economic Report on skiing and ski 
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towns declared unpredictable weather and shorter seasons are, "inspiring [mountain towns] to 
innovate, increase their own efforts to address emissions and speak publicly on the urgent need 
for action.”6  Often I wonder if it’s too late. 
  
 Living in a mountain town, I became obsessed with the weather. I spent most of my 
time outside, so I paid attention to the forecast. Life revolved around the cycles of snow. Its 
presence (or lack thereof) fueled feelings of joy and sadness, friendship, and hope. Come 
September, when the first storm dusted the high peaks on Paradise Divide, folks started to 
make winter predictions.  
 Over beers with friends I would ask, “Do you think it will it be an El Niño or La Niña 
year?” We obsessed, we worried, checking long-term weather outlooks. Nearing the age of 
thirty, most of my friends in the city were thinking about their careers and having children. But 
my thoughts were consumed with thinking,  “Will there be enough snow by opening day?”  I 
wanted to live through a winter where the snowbanks piled so high I wouldn’t be able to see 
the sidewalks. I wanted to experience a “back in the day” winter older locals reminisced about. 
Once winter officially started, big snow dumps left everyone in town giddy and 
optimistic. I remember waking up in the dark the morning after a storm. Bleary-eyed, I would 
roll over and check the Pow Cam, which tracks daily snowfall in inches, on my phone. If the 
meter read eight inches or more, it was game over. Restaurants shut down and hung a sign on 
                                               
6 Burakowski Elizabeth, Marca Hagenstad and Rebecca Hill. 2018. "The Economic Contributions of Winter Sports 
in a Changing Climate." Protect Our Winters Economic Report. 1-69. https://protectourwinters.org/2018-
economic-report/ 
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the door stating: “Closed for a powder day!” Powder days, were some of the rare times of the 
season where isolated Crested Butte experienced long lift lines. I’d race to the mountain and 
file into place before the lifts started spinning; I’d wave hello to everyone I knew, recognizing 
friends by their bright jackets, helmets, and goggles.  It was a beautiful and child-like energy 
fueled by a love for snow.  
In contrast, if the snow was bad, the mood was glum.  I was grumpy, and bored. I 
worried about summer wildfires, the future. I would force myself to take laps on the mountain 
or ski in the backcountry on crusty snow, because, when you love something, you try to love it 
in all of its forms.  
  
Today when I ski, I think about climate change. About shorter ski seasons and rain falling 
instead of snow. I know I would feel lost without the movement of the seasons and skis 
beneath my feet. The 2018 IPCC report said we are running out of time: they said we have 12 
years to avoid the worst case scenario. But, still, life goes on, business as usual. I know a love 
for skiing isn’t going to solve climate change. This problem, as we know, is about much more 
than saving skiing. It’s about climate refugees, heat waves, wildfires and rising sea levels. But 
skiing is one way I know how to understand the gravity this crisis we face.  
 
I don’t live in a ski town anymore, but I still ski when I can. Recently, I skinned to the top 
of a local debunked resort. It’s no longer open because of unreliable snowfall. At the top, I 
thought about how skiing, in its multitude of experiences across my lifetime, is no small detail. 
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Beautiful places and people, self-discovery, and livelihood.  My friends who skied didn’t say “I 
go skiing” they say “I’m a skier” – skiing is not something people do, it’s something they are.   
I paused at the top thinking, I’m a skier, and this is what I love. I ripped off my skins and 
traded my sunglasses for goggles, my headband for my helmet. I clicked in and pointed my skis 
towards the direction of gravity and started downhill. The new powder was still fresh. I laughed 
and giggled and yelled wahoo! with each turn. The sunset cast a golden light on the snow, and 
though I’ve seen this scene perhaps hundreds of times, it still made me stop. Perma-grin intact, 
I took out my camera and snapped a picture. Skiing, I think, keeps something inside of me alive, 
and I don’t want to lose this. I can’t. For the love of snow, for the love of this planet, for the 
love of what makes us human –I want to save it. 
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If Whales Could Talk 
By Stephanie Maltarich 
 
 
Of all the duties, icing fish seemed to be the one I was least likely to screw up. I hated it, 
though. Icing fish involved crawling around in the belly of the boat. Despite loathing the task, I 
felt like a real fisherman as I pulled on my orange rubber bibs and gloves before I downclimbed 
into the ice chamber. The slush bucket, a mixture of ice and water, held dozens of dead king 
salmon. I’d pull each slippery fish out one by one, my fingers hooked beneath their gills, 
cringing and shuddering each time water dripped down my arm inside of my supposedly 
waterproof jacket. Before packing each fish on ice, I’d run the palm of my hand along their 
smooth and slimy skin, hypnotized by the silver and black iridescent scales.  
The task of icing fish also involved transporting ice from one bin to another. The ice, 
when it sat for days, coalesced into a seemingly unbreakable chunk. I’d chip away at the large 
blocks, periodically knocking my knuckles on the metal rim above each compartment. Dammit! 
I’d yell with each nick to my hand. Frustration mounting, I’d hastily tug at the collar of my 
jacket, suffocating under the many layers of fleece and rubber. One of the approximately five 
functioning CDs Jesse owned played on repeat. The repetition: of songs, of whacking my hand, 
of icing fish, of living on this boat—was driving me insane.  
I lined up the kings one by one, tail to tail. After several scoops of ice, I’d spread a layer 
of ice chips across their eyes and tails and fins. The final step involved stuffing the ice chips into 
their bellies and gills. With each new layer, the work required more flexibility and intimacy: 
while holding my breath, I’d crawl on my belly over the layers of salmon in the cramped 
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compartment. Inches away from their cold, dead eyes, I decided that I didn’t care for their 
blank stares. It was at that moment, inches away from rows of dead fish, when I wondered: 
what on earth am I doing here?  How many 35-year-old women choose to spend a month on 
the open ocean killing salmon with a stranger? My friends at home were buying houses and 
having children, peaking in their careers, and here I was— staring face to face with dead salmon 
in the hull of a boat. Breathe. As I closed my eyes and inhaled, salty air expanded into my lungs, 
then into my belly. I chose this job. I was quickly realizing I had likely romanticized it.  
“You are such a hard worker!” Jesse yelled down from above. 
His words interrupted my brief existential crisis. I half-smiled, proud and relieved. 
Before life on the boat, I had worried that I wouldn’t be able to hack it as a deckhand with zero 
experience. Jesse hired me knowing about my lack of skills after his deckhand went missing, 
which I learned wasn’t very unusual in Sitka, Alaska.  
 
I’d dreamed of working on a fishing boat in Alaska for over a decade. It seemed like 
something I should try in my life. But the romance was lost in the stench of my clothes, slime in 
my hair, aches in my body and long Alaskan summer days. I’d proposed my stint as a deckhand 
as a loosely defined research project for graduate school. Classmates and professors seemed 
perplexed by my goals and aspirations. So I did what I knew how to do, I created a project to 
tell a story through a personal experience. As climate change impacts humans in different 
capacities around the world, I wanted to share the stories of those experiencing the crisis in 
real-time.  
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I knew fishing was more than a job: it was a lifestyle, a livelihood, an identity. 
Connecting the stories between warming oceans and this threatened livelihood seemed key in 
understanding what is at risk. Growing up near and in the mountains, I understood climate 
change through a decreasing snowpack, shorter ski seasons and wildfires. I hoped after a 
month on the water, I would begin to understand how fishermen experience climate change 
day to day. 
 
It’s no surprise that the oceans are warming.  
The 2019 IPCC report on Oceans and Cryosphere concluded oceans have absorbed more 
than 90% of the excess heat in the atmosphere. Since 1993, the rate of ocean warming has 
more than doubled. Future projections are even more grim. Over the 21st century, the ocean is 
estimated to transition to unprecedented conditions as temperatures continue to rise. 
Scientists predict that these changes will be catastrophic, and worst-case scenarios will have 
large consequences on Alaskan fisheries. By mid-century, during my lifetime, fishing will look 
very different than it does today. 
This could be problematic for Alaskans, who find identity, culture and livelihood in 
salmon. The U.S. Forest Service conducted a study and found 96% of Alaskans believe salmon 
are essential to the Alaskan way of life. The state is home to the nation’s largest commercial 
fisheries accounting for an average of $5.8 billion in economic activity. In Southeast Alaska 
alone, one in ten jobs depends on salmon. As fish habitats diminish, finding fish is becoming 
more difficult; as waters warm, fish struggle to survive. When fish struggle to survive, so do 
fishermen, like Jesse.  
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During my first week onboard Faithful, I noticed how inefficient I was compared to 
Jesse. I lacked strength when bringing fish on board. I lacked skill when I hit them on their head 
to render them unconscious. I lacked precision when I cleaned (read: gutted); often it looked 
like the aftermath of a massacre compared to Jesse’s clean lines and perfect cuts. Sixteen-hour 
days were the norm; I was exhausted and my body hurt, and if I sat down, I struggled to keep 
my eyes open. My clothes and body smelled, covered in crusted blood and salmon slime. 
Despite the challenges, I came out relatively unscathed; I made it through the first week with 
one minor injury: fish poison. Fish poison, a rash caused by bacteria, created a stinging 
sensation on my forearm. Given the statistics I’d read about injury and death in the commercial 
fishing industry, I happily accepted the minor wound. 
Jesse was my age, in his mid-thirties, with a partner and two small kids. Photos of the 
three hung by clothespins above the front windows in the wheelhouse. He grew up on the 
southern tip of Baranof Island in a boardwalk town with a population of less than 100. He spent 
his youth and adolescence fishing with his dad. He was calm, patient and kind. Fishing, for 
Jesse, was a job not a passion. He often missed his family and stressed about his career’s 
uncertainty. An uncertainty his dad’s generation never knew. The most time we’d spent 
together before pushing away from the docks in Sitka was an eight-hour day painting the 
underside of Faithful bright blue. 
Faithful was a 42-foot wooden boat built in Seattle in 1939. It was grey and white and 
blue. Jesse and I shared cramped quarters in the wheelhouse; he slept on the floor upstairs and 
I was given the spacious bunk below. When we fished, Faithful typically moved at three to four 
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knots per hour. The hours turned to days and the days turned to weeks, a blur in hindsight, 
tangled memories, but a slow pace each day. Boat life felt similar to the long trips I’d spent in 
the wilderness; time in the natural elements, no phone or internet, just me alone with my 
thoughts on the water. We navigated in and out of bays and sounds, inlets, straits and coves.  
Often my eyes remained glued to the stones and rocks set against bright green foliage and 
vibrant vegetation. Grey and blue waters lapped the sandy shores veiled by misty clouds. It was 
just us and the water and fishing. 
 
During my month in Sitka before I set out to sea on Faithful, I interviewed several 
fishermen from older generations. I wanted to hear their stories, I wanted to know if they’d 
witnessed changes. I wanted to learn what lies ahead for them, for their children. I wanted to 
know what about their lifestyle and livelihood was at risk. Eric Jordan, a well-known fisherman 
in the Sitka community, agreed to chat with me. At 70-years old, he didn’t shy away from 
speaking his mind about climate change. The changes were more pronounced each year, he 
said. By mid-June, this time of year, he would have typically seen hundreds, if not thousands, of 
birds—seagulls and murrelets—but, this year, they were gone. He noted that over the years, his 
vocabulary has evolved: from climate warming to climate change to climate crisis to climate 
catastrophe. Climate change has become his new reality: every trip, every day, every season 
and every tide.  
“I think about it every time I look out my window, get on my boat, or walk out to the 
harbor,” he said. “It’s absolutely dystopian.” 
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Spencer Severson, another seasoned fisherman from an older generation, served me a 
cup of tea in the tiny kitchen of his sailboat. Though he agreed to chat with me, he warned me 
that he had a reputation for being a real downer. Climate change is not just a change the fish 
are experiencing, he said, it’s changing a lifestyle fishermen have known for decades. He 
believes climate change will affect both fish and the fishing way of life. For him, commercial 
fishing has always been more of a lifestyle than a job. Laughing, he noted he’s always told 
people that he’s been retired his entire life.  
 “Fishing is my life,” he said. “And it’s what I do.”  
He wondered why we keep talking about the emergency of climate change, and yet, we 
continue to put more emissions into the world each year than we did the year before. As he 
stared out the window, he admitted sometimes, he felt lucky to be old.  
 
Jesse taught me everything on the fly: how to run the fishing gear (four lines with 
multiple fishing hooks on pulleys) in the water, how to gaff (hooking the salmon using a 
wooden pole with a hook to pull it off the fishing line), gut, clean and ice salmon. I usually 
learned how to do something right when he saw me doing it wrong. I was surprised one day, 
early on, when he asked me to drive the boat. After a brief one-minute lesson, he left me in 
charge. 
 “Look out for kelp monsters,” he said casually while walking out to the back deck.  
Poor navigation could mean clumps of kelp would inevitably tangle in the many lines 
we’d lowered deep into the water. I’d stand squared up to the wheel, feet firmly planted on the 
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wavering, sticky floor. Staring straight out to sea with eyes wide open, I swallowed hard and did 
my best to navigate through the sea.  
My job was to kill fish. I killed them to make money. Each morning, after Jesse navigated 
us out to deep waters, I’d stand on the back deck to man the pully systems. With one hand on 
the pully, I’d alternate hauling the lines in and letting them back out. A tug on a line indicated 
we had a bite. As I brought in each line, I’d peer over the side, watching each hook as it came 
into view. A sparkle below the surface indicated a hooked fish. A shimmering body and tail 
flipped and flopped. On occasion, an aggressive salmon would jump above the surface, flailing 
and fighting for its life. Sometimes we’d lock eyes. Hooked in the mouth, I wondered if it knew 
its fate. As a lover of all creatures, I struggled with the violence and death.  
Grabbing the line with one hand, I’d bring the fish close, while knocking it unconscious 
with the other. Pulling it on board, I’d quickly rip its gills in an effort to lessen its pain, to speed 
up its death. A deep red drained from its body, painting the stainless-steel surface where it lay. 
Its fins would flap slowly, until finally, resting to a stop. But, sometimes—they’d fight. Some 
fighters jumped and twitched as I bonked their heads with the gaff. It often felt like the game I 
played at arcades as a kid. Whack. Whack. Whack. As the dead began to pile up, perhaps five or 
ten, I’d splice them open to remove their guts. I told Jesse it made me sad, the killing. 
 “Don’t feel bad,” he said smiling gently. “Just say thanks.”  
The more fish we killed, the more money we made. Jesse kept a notebook with a tally of 
the death toll for the day. Fish fed Jesse’s family. They’d pay for my plane ticket home. I felt 
greedy sometimes. In the throes of killing, I often thought about the saying take what you need 
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and leave the rest. I recently learned that as humans, our current rate of consumption would 
require 1.7 earths to sustain us. But we only have one. 
 
I yearned for balance in our consumption, much like the subsistence fishing 
communities I’d learned about during my time in Alaska. Over 90% of rural Alaskans rely on 
subsistence fishing. A recent study observing subsistence fishing communities in Arctic Alaska 
conducted interviews with elders about the changes they had seen in their lifetime. The 
majority of elders noted the most important subsistence fish resources for the community have 
changed. They are less numerous, and size has decreased over time. Changing water levels, fish 
movement patterns, and weather conditions are creating challenges for local harvesters to 
meet their subsistence needs.  
I admired the indigenous ways of life. They seemed to view the systems of natural 
resources more holistically. Humans are not separate, they are one; one with the ocean, the 
salmon, the bears—the earth is not for taking. From what I’ve learned, there is an 
interconnectedness that exists between all species and cycles of change. For thousands of 
years, native Alaskans have demonstrated how humans can co-exist with the planet. For me 
and Jesse, our success each day was defined by money, by quantity. Some days, I didn’t want to 
catch as many fish as we could. 
 
There is a community out on the water. Fishermen from small towns across Alaska 
converge on the water each summer. They may never see each other’s homes or visit each 
other’s towns, but they might anchor for the evening and share stories of where the fish were, 
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and where they were not.  Whenever Jesse mentioned a friend, their boat name quickly 
followed. “Joe on the Amnicon,” “Lance on the Duna,” or “Paul on the Pacific Flyer.” Names 
were inherited, and it was bad luck to change them. Jesse was well versed in the lineage of 
Faithful, and he shared stories about those who owned the boat before him. A black and white 
photo of one of Faithful’s previous owners, Norm, hung on the wall at a historic bar in Sitka. A 
crew of men grin ear to ear while standing knee-deep in a pile of halibut. It was a historic catch. 
What I remember more than the long days on the boat were the days when Jesse 
showed me Alaska. We visited secluded bays and soaked our aching bodies in hot springs. We 
walked through a dense forest picking salmon berries, blueberries and huckleberries in large 
quantities. Barefoot in the sand, we collected bits of sea glass. We blazed a trail following bear 
scat while hiking on the remote Yakobi Island, eventually arriving at a bluff overlooking stark 
turquoise water in the cove below; expansive views of Cross Sound spanned the horizon. We 
docked in the small debunked community of Pelican and posted up on antique bar stools at a 
famous and well-frequented fishermen’s bar.  We even visited his home town of Port 
Alexander, where we sat for hours on the boardwalk drinking beers and swapping stories with 
the crew of men and women he’d grown up with.  
When the adventures ended, we always trudged our way back to Jesse’s aluminum 
canoe, we’d hop in and row synchronically back to Faithful. I’d always hesitate, not wanting to 
leave solid ground. This was the magical Alaska I had always imagined, and I felt like I was 
walking in a dream. I wanted to spend more time collecting seashells while feeling sand and 
slimy algae beneath my feet, and picking berries off of bushes while worrying about bears.  
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Even after long days of fishing, we managed to fit in mini-adventures with Jesse’s 
friends. On a clear evening, we dipped our toes into thermal springs with Lance and his 
deckhand, talking about the fish and the winds that day. We lingered until sunset, and the clear 
sky turned pink as we wobbled back to the boats; our rubber boots lacked traction on the 
smooth rocks. As we paused to stare at the miracle of yet another Alaskan sunset, Jesse 
mentioned a shocking statistic he’d heard earlier that day. The Cape Edgecombe buoy recorded 
a water temperature of 63 degrees. Lance and Jesse agreed the high temperature was unheard 
of in mid-July. The two seasoned fishermen, with over 40 years of fishing between them, looked 
at one another with disbelief.  
“I don’t know what you think about this livelihood of ours, Jesse,” said Lance. “But I 
doubt we’ll be doing it into our old age.”  
Jesse nodded, not seeming to know either. As days and weeks on the water passed, 
Jesse revealed small details about how things were changing, even during his lifetime.  The 
salmon we sold averaged 11 pounds. A healthy average used to be 20. Some days, we’d pull up 
fishing lines completely covered in a clear goopy slime: jellyfish. Increasingly, jellyfish are an 
indication of warming waters. Life on the water continued to change each year. Weird things 
were happening. Things no fisherman had ever experienced. They were happening fast, faster 
than some could comprehend. That summer, Southeast Alaska experienced a drought, and 
Jesse attributed our low catch to the lack of rain. When I told him I thought it was hard to think 
about climate change when we were just out here trying to find fish each day, he’d shrug 
agreeing, 
 “Sometimes I think about how I’m just a human on this rock revolving around the sun.”  
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After conducting a little research, I confirmed the Cape Edgecumbe buoy did in fact read 
63.6 degrees on July 15th, the day Jesse made his observation. It’s true that 2004 recorded 
similar high temperatures in the same waters. Yet, this high-temperature reading says 
something significant to both fishermen and scientists. 63 degrees is a highly unusual 
temperature for the ocean; it is not a random fluctuation, it’s a sign that things in the ocean are 
different.  
From 2014-2016, an enormous warm spell dubbed “the blob” wreaked havoc on 
Alaska’s water temperatures, particularly over the winter. Scientists observed record 
temperatures that were previously unseen. As climate change continues to warm our oceans, 
rising winter ocean temperatures are often overlooked. Winter is a critical time for the survival 
of fish species. Ecological systems experience abrupt changes, and they are not adapted to 
warmer waters. Nick Bond, a research scientist at the University of Washington, coined the 
term “the blob.” He says marine heatwaves represent a dress rehearsal for what we will see in 
the future: they will occur on top of already warmer waters.  
“If we raise the floor, it’s much easier to jump up and touch the ceiling,” he says. 
There is a silver lining. Scientists can use what they learn now about how oceans are 
responding to heatwaves in warmer water to help them respond in the future.  
Jordan Watson, a mathematical statistician for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, confirmed the buoy temperature off of Cape Edgecumbe. As a scientist, he 
stressed the importance of acknowledging the observations fishermen describe on the water.  
Fishermen are able to recognize when things are different in their lifetime, and their anecdotal 
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evidence should not be discounted. The data of the buoy coupled with someone’s own 
experience brought awareness to someone’s, Jesse’s, reality. To fishermen, the data is not far 
away and intangible.  
 
On my last evening, the golden light reflected on the smooth water resembling glass. I 
reveled in the warmth on the back deck as I manned the pullies and gear, knowing these last 
few fish would be my final catch. I had found my groove, I felt like a fisherman, and I wasn’t 
ready for my time on the water, my time in Alaska, to end. Although Jesse would continue to 
fish into the fall, we were en route to Sitka so I could catch my flight home.  
As I lowered the lines in and out of the water, I heard a familiar sound. I looked over my 
shoulder and saw water spraying above a smooth grey creature. It slowly and gently grazed the 
surface. It wasn’t my first whale sighting; I had seen dozens over the past month. Yet, every 
time I’d stop and stare, forgetting about the task at hand. Sometimes their tails would bend and 
flick high above the surface, pausing before disappearing back into the dark ocean. On 
occasion, I witnessed whales breach—jumping entirely out of, and above the water. On a lucky 
day, three or four fins rhythmically cut the surface in unison. Sometimes I was convinced they 
knew that I was watching—and they were trying to tell me something. 
There we so many questions I would ask if whales could talk. Earlier that spring, the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration declared an “unusual mortality event” after 
hundreds of whales were found beached along coastlines from Mexico to Alaska. Are you 
scared? I wanted to know how they dealt with the uncertainty of our changing climate, of their 
survival. I’m terrified. I wondered if they’d continue to have babies? I’m not sure if I ever will. 
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Will they continue on, as long as they can, until they are suffocated and can’t breathe because 
the water is too hot? There is only uncertainty, I whispered.  
Despite that whales, that all species have been sounding the alarm, I know we’ve barely 
listened.  Are you angry? I wanted to scream that I knew this was an emergency. Yet, I knew, 
even for those of us listening, we haven’t moved fast enough.  
Please. Tell the salmon and bears and the birds, too. They say we are losing 20-60 
species each day. You are not alone. Eric Jordan missed the herring this summer. Shearwaters 
are dying of starvation in waters nearby. The polar bears—well, we know their story. With the 
warming waters and melting ice, some see opportunity— more places to drill, more whales to 
kill.  
 
Jesse appeared on the back deck and asked if I was ready to pack things up for the 
evening—our last evening. I told him I wasn’t ready; I wanted to linger for a little while longer. I 
wanted to delay the end of the day, the end of this trip, the end of the summer. Despite the 
days I struggled on the boat, in my mind and in my body, I wasn’t ready for the uncertainty on 
the other side. Alaska created a nostalgia for something that felt simpler, something that 
seemed untouched. Even if I knew this wasn’t true. 
 When the fish stopped biting, I pulled the lines in one by one, stacking the gear neatly 
in an organized row, as Jesse taught me. I walked back into the wheelhouse where Jesse sat 
staring out the window at the calm waters. I hung my orange gloves by a clothespin above the 
sink and noticed a tiny sparkling fleck on the back of my hand. A single fish scale, shiny and 
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iridescent, had dried, stuck in place. Instead of washing it off, like I usually did, I left it until 
morning.  
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Northern Migration:  
The Cost of Polar Bear Tourism 
By Stephanie Maltarich 
 
 
Following a bumpy, snowy road toward the rocky shores of the Hudson Bay, our 
instructor abruptly pulls over the ancient school bus and kills the engine. Within seconds, the 
six of us are kneeling on the faux leather seats while pressing our noses up against the opaque 
windows. We watch as a massive body covered in white fur emerges from the bushes, 
sauntering around the snow-covered meadow. I raise my binoculars to the foggy window that 
I’ve wiped clear for the third time; through my lens, I notice its slender neck reveals that it’s a 
male. We are silent, minus the beeping of cameras.  
He walks in circles in the meadow, lifting his nose to smell, then yawns and gently rubs 
his body on various rocks. Then—without warning— he disappears back into the bushes. We 
never see him again. I sit back in my seat, reveling in this moment. I don’t want to believe this 
beautiful creature could be so vicious, that he could run 25 miles-per-hour and maul a person, 
perhaps me, because he doesn’t play favorites. On day one of my course focused on polar bears 
and climate change in the subarctic, we had already received the greatest gift: a polar bear 
sighting in the wild.  
  
 In the days before leaving for Churchill, Manitoba, I traced my flights on a map: Missoula 
to Minneapolis, Minneapolis to Winnipeg, Winnipeg to Rankin Inlet, Rankin Inlet to Churchill. 
The town’s isolated location, tucked into the Western corner of the Hudson Bay, made it a 
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difficult destination to travel to. It was only accessible by plane or train, and the train tracks had 
been inoperable for 18-months. When discussing my travels with friends before I left, admitting 
they would span over 1,600 miles, I’d often sigh and say I know, it’s ridiculous.  
As I did the mental math, I knew flying such a far distance would create a massive 
carbon footprint. As someone who tries to limit the amount of emissions I put into the 
atmosphere, I struggled with my decision. Traveling in the time of climate change has become 
complex. Yet, I still fly. I’ve often operated under the pretense that in order to care, in order to 
save something, I have to see it and experience it. If I could see the polar bears, the melting sea 
ice, their plight and their struggle—I imagined I could convince others it was now or never 
when it came to acting on the climate crisis.  
 
Churchill is one of those places where the school, swimming pool, town center, movie 
theater and hospital are all housed in one building near the center of town. Printed flyers 
pinned to bulletin boards advertise “Tundra Trivia” at the local bar on Saturday nights. Aptly 
named establishments like the “Tundra Inn” and the “Dancing Bear Restaurant” make up the 
streets of the quaint town. Tourists and residents are encouraged to adhere to the advice 
posted on signs on every corner: “Report Bear Sightings: Call 675-BEAR.” It is a very 
inconvenient location for humans: it sits at the heart of a polar bear migration route, and every 
fall, roughly 900 residents and 900 seasonal polar bears share the town.  
Churchill is known as the “Polar Bear Capital of the World.” Each year, between 6-
10,000 tourists arrive during October and November for a chance to view polar bears as they 
travel and congregate, waiting for sea ice to form on the Hudson Bay. The number of visitors 
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has increased in recent years, and this is partially attributed to a new trend in “last chance 
tourism.” Tourists visit the region to see the polar bears while they are still there. Much like the 
disappearing coral reefs in Australia and glaciers in Montana, humans want to see these 
magnificent things before they are extinct from earth forever.  
 
Our instructor slowed the bus as we approached the parking lot. He inched along 
creating a large arc to complete an exaggerated U-turn. When the headlights illuminated the 
side of the building, he paused to explain polar bears had been known to hide out around the 
corners of our accommodations, surprising students and guests as they disembarked from 
vehicles. His shotgun would always be on hand, though he admitted he’d never had to use it in 
36 years.  
A staff member of the Churchill Northern Studies Center greeted me along with the 
frigid Subarctic air. He handed me a stack of glossy pamphlets and began to rattle off various 
protocols to stay safe during my visit. One rule included staying inside the building at all times. I 
wasn’t aware that I’d be on lockdown for a week. I thumbed through the colorful trifolds 
crafted by Churchill’s Polar Bear Alert Program. Do not carry food while walking outside. Stay 
close to your vehicle. Always keep a safe distance between you and any polar bear. Travel with a 
group for added safety. Stay alert to the possibility of contact with a polar bear.  
The staff members of the Polar Bear Alert Program, known as conservation officers, 
were on call 24/7 during October and November to respond to bear emergencies. The town 
created the program in 1968 after a teenage boy lost his life during a brief polar bear 
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encounter. As the climate warms, and the Hudson Bay forms sea ice later each year, Churchill 
will likely see an increase in problems between bears and humans.  
 
For a week, the rhythm of our days was cyclical, much like the seasonal life of a polar 
bear, much like the arrival and disappearance of sea ice. In the mornings, we’d load up on the 
bus high on coffee and hot chocolate, and spend the grey days driving around on bumpy side 
roads, meandering along the shores of the Hudson Bay. Staring out the windows, we’d search 
for traces of pawprints in the snow or white fur in the dim light. A bear sighting, which we were 
fortunate to experience on most days, allowed us to slow down, to stop, to sit and observe. 
Sometimes it felt like hours before we pulled back onto the road, onto the next sighting. 
During the evenings we congregated with cups of wine in a classroom where I took 
diligent notes while our instructor presented lectures on shrinking sea ice in the Arctic and 
polar bear ecology. I was amazed and relatively envious of their animal instincts. Each year, 
they repeated the same migration, over hundreds of miles, to the same place, to do the same 
thing. I wondered, as a human who has trouble staying in one spot for very long, a constant 
seeker of change— would I find refuge or boredom in a cyclical life that hummed with the 
change of the seasons, the shrinking and melting of ice? Something in me yearned for a more 
simple life in harmony with nature.  
In our nightly lectures, as I sipped my wine, I learned that sea ice is essential for the 
survival of polar bears. When sea ice forms on the Hudson Bay, the bears venture 40-miles in 
search of their staple food: the ringed seal. As the hunt begins, they prey on ringed seals that 
live beneath the ice. While some hunt, pregnant mothers move into dens to give birth to cubs. 
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In spring, mothers emerge, and “Thanksgiving for bears” begins—they feast, indulging on baby 
ringed seals, building up two-thirds of their fat storage for the year. Once summer arrives, 
when the ice melts and breaks up, polar bears return to land—where they eat opportunistically 
on birds, berries and sometimes whales. They wait and rest in a walking hibernation.  
As my instructor clicked through slide after slide on her PowerPoint presentation, I was 
reminded that sea ice in the Arctic is melting. On the Hudson Bay, it’s normal to have three ice-
free months a year, but the new normal, in our changing climate, is four ice-free months. On 
average, polar bears are now left stranded on land for one month longer. Scientists at the 
National Snow and Ice Data Center document the changes in sea ice as it shrinks and grows 
throughout the year. Data has confirmed the 12 lowest measurements of sea ice have occurred 
over the past 12 years; sea ice is declining at a rate of 13 percent. Less ice means less food, and 
without food, bears won’t reproduce. In 2012, researchers predicted female bears in the 
Hudson Bay region might stop reproducing in 20-30 years. It’s possible polar bears could 
disappear from their southern habitats, like Churchill, by mid-century. Scribbling in my 
notebook in the cozy lecture hall, I was grateful for shelter, warmth and food. I swallowed hard 
thinking about my comfort, which came at a cost. 
 
 As the polar bears around Churchill sat and waited for the ice to form to begin their 
winter feast, I sat in the cafeteria each evening and stuffed myself from a seemingly endless 
supply of food in the buffet line. The cafeteria was always packed with tourists and students 
from the various groups staying on-site to see the polar bears. I was one of the youngest 
participants, and most of my dinner conversations were with retirees. Many shared that they’d 
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always wanted to make the trip to Churchill. I found that it was often one of the multiple trips 
they had planned that year.  
Much like our days on the bus, conversations at dinner were predictable. I’d set my tray 
on the table and pull out my chair. After brief introductions, I’d raise my fork to my mouth. 
Before, my first bite, before I had time to chew and swallow, the man or woman across the 
table would ask,  
“How many bears did you see today?”  
I’d count in my head, hmm. Maybe three? Four? He or she might one-up me with six, 
maybe even seven. Perhaps they took a tundra buggy tour or helicopter ride. I didn’t realize it 
was a competition, but it was clear each table had its own nightly polar bear pissing contest. 
One evening, a woman sat next to me, moping and frustrated, as she explained how her group 
had driven around for two days, yet they hadn’t seen a single polar bear. 
 Next to us, a group of young photographers in-training gathered around their cameras 
to share up-close shots of a sleeping bear. The photos were stunning, and I was envious. In my 
pictures, the bears were small, barely distinguishable. My instructor spoke disapprovingly in a 
quiet voice. She explained that getting too close and crowding bears caused stress. It was 
invasive. That’s why our group stayed far away, out of respect. She had witnessed a trend over 
the past few years: tourists were less satisfied with simply seeing bears at a healthy distance; it 
was all about getting the shot. 
Tourism in Churchill had been on the minds of researchers for over a decade. One 
evening, a Canadian graduate student approached our table to ask if we would be willing to 
participate in her research. Her project was following-up on a previous study from 2010; it 
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focused on polar bear tourism and tourists’ perceptions of climate change. When we agreed to 
participate, she handed us surveys. 
 I stared at the piece of paper and read the questions under my breath: How did you get 
here? Did you offset your flight? Do you believe in climate change? Do you believe climate 
change is human-caused? Do you believe climate change is threatening polar bears? Did you 
come to see polar bears because you don’t think they will be here in the future? Putting pen to 
paper, I answered each question while feeling uneasy. I didn’t offset my flight. Yes, I 
understood that my choice had implications for the polar bears, for our planet. Any 
justifications I made previously seemed null and void. I felt flight-shamed. Should I give up 
flying? Could I do that? Would it make a difference? How much can one person do? 
After filling out my survey, I asked the graduate student if I could read the previous 
study from 2010. I wasn’t surprised when I learned the researchers of the previous study 
concluded most tourists understood and believed that climate change threatened polar bears. 
However, many failed to connect the impacts resulting from their long-distance travel to the 
reasons why polar bears are at risk. A 2008 report produced by the UN Environmental Program 
and World Meteorological Organization found the tourism industry alone accounts for 5 
percent of carbon dioxide emissions, with the majority of emissions, 75 percent, attributed to 
air travel.  
Polar bear tourism in Churchill grew threefold from 2007 to 2012. Churchill’s tourism 
industry creates a disproportionally larger carbon footprint compared to other tourism 
operations worldwide. Long-distance air travel and on-land activities such as helicopter tours 
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and tundra buggy rides are extremely energy-intensive. Most tours involve driving around all 
day for a week, helicopter tours and diesel-powered tundra buggy excursions.  
The Arctic is warming at twice the rate of the rest of the world, and in the short term, 
climate change will have a positive impact on polar bear tourism. As sea ice forms later, it will 
increase the “waiting period” for polar bears on land—lengthening the viewing season.  
 
Another predictable day on the bus was interrupted as a helicopter buzzed around 
above. Its echo rumbled across the tundra. We craned our necks, peering out the windows in 
search of the sound. My eyes finally caught up, and I spotted it hovering above a line of bushes 
near the road. An empty-net dangled by a cable and bounced along mid-air.  
As the helicopter descended closer to the ground, it hovered, dipping its nose and 
creating waves in the bushes below. A man leaned out of the helicopter with a gun, his outfit 
resembling a SWAT team uniform. He aimed for something we couldn’t see. After holding 
steady for several minutes, the helicopter landed. With the propellers still spinning, two officers 
jumped onto the ground and quickly messed with the net. A minute later, they jumped back in, 
and the helicopter departed. Attached by a swinging cable was an interesting find: a sedated 
white bear dangled in the net. 
A “bear lift,” is a technique used to capture troublesome polar bears and haul them to 
“bear jail.” The Polar Bear Holding Facility, or bear jail, is composed of 28 cells. Constructed in 
1981, its purpose was to keep bears out of trouble and alive. In the old days, nuisance bears 
were often shot when they entered town. Since then, over 2,100 bears have sat in the jail cells, 
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without visitation rights or an opportunity for bail. The day we visited, the facility was half-full; 
14 bears sat inside awaiting their fateful release. 
Their sentence?  30-days. Their crime? Hunger. As we sat and engorged ourselves at the 
cafeteria each evening, bears roamed the shores, hungry, awaiting the formation of sea ice. 
When the ice forms late, bears sometimes wander into town hungry. Getting into trouble, they 
are then sent to jail.  
I imagined the bears attempting a revolt or an uprising, protesting humans and their 
lack of will to change. Do they talk and commiserate in each other’s misery? Do they ask why 
hunger had become a crime? Do they dream of an icy bay and ringed seals for breakfast? Do 
they know it’s not their fault? Humans are empowered to choose who to blame, but rarely, do 
we point the finger back at ourselves. We rarely acknowledge our role in this crisis. 
 
As the week progressed, chunks of ice floated on the water’s surface, eventually 
forming a solid sheet along the shores, a shelf extending to the horizon. They didn’t have to 
wait any longer. With each day, we saw fewer bears in the wild.  My last glimpse of a polar bear 
was barely distinguishable. Even through my binoculars, they were tiny specks. A mother and 
her cub moved along slowly where the ice met the sky. She walked on the ice, sniffing, with her 
cub in tow. The ice formed earlier this year, and I was certain they were thankful.   
 
I knew as I stepped on my plane bound for Churchill that I could care as much about the 
polar bears without bearing witness to their existence firsthand. It wasn’t my goal to see them 
before they were gone; I went to see them to remind myself, to remind us, that they are still 
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here. I was drawn to them, their animal instincts, the simplicity of their movement with the 
seasons and their ability to do it year after year. I wanted some aspect of this in my life. 
Perhaps my constant migration and transience was partially rooted in my selfish desire to see 
and experience the world and its creatures. Perhaps it was this simple: I traveled to see the 
polar bears because it was something I wanted to do. 
But at what cost? Through the comfort of my home, the predictability of my next meal: 
was it my right or my privilege to travel to see polar bears in the wild? To what extent was my 
northern migration, a part of their demise? Sharing my story wasn’t going to save them or our 
climate or our planet. My single experience, witnessing polar bears in the wild, wasn’t going to 
solve anything. But seeing them, knowing they were still there, gave me hope.  
They still mattered. Our planet still matters. We still matter. We are not separate.  
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